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Abstract
Conceptualizing the climate crisis as a system of broken relationships calls for a broader
understanding of entangled ecological interrelationality. Developing deep and effective responses
relies on a stamina for complexity grounded in a recognition and acknowledgement of the way
ecological entanglements are revealed to us. Within this frame, practice may provide unique
opportunity for the development and promotion of this attuned awareness. To explore this
possibility, the personal practice of sensuous knitting is used in this thesis as a way to demonstrate
the intersections between intellectual modes of understanding and embodied forms of knowing.
Using elements of autoethnographic narration of a making experience, sensuous knitting is framed
as making practice that generates solidarity with our ecological relations by strengthening our
capacity for awareness, attunement and delight. Sensuous knitting offers a rubric that can travel
across practices as an intentional and embodied way to deepen our awareness of entanglement and
interdependence through focused attention.
Keywords:
Sensuous Knitting, Entanglement, Ecological Attunement, Sense Perception, Relationality,
Materiality, Making Practice, Alpaca, Awareness, Interconnection, Joy
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Preface

Knitting and writing are completely jumbled together for me1.
I sit here with a half-finished sweater in my lap. It’s a wet, gloomy Cape Cod day in mid September
and the heavy weight of a thick alpaca sweater-in-progress is comforting and maybe even necessary
to my ability to write. I knit to work out thoughts, to build clarity, to reduce stress. I knit because I
want to finish making a thing that feels whole and complete - something that will envelop me. I knit
because making and materials force me to slow down and concentrate on what my hands are doing,
where my body is in space.
If words express meaning, context and dialogue, then knitting is also writing for me.
I’m stitching things together here - I’m experimenting. Creating patterns, learning techniques,
making and writing together and thinking all at once while not being sure how it will end up.
Sometimes things don’t fit and I have to unstitch or even completely unravel - the work I’ve done.
Either the materials prepared or the words chosen could fail to create an exchange because the
pattern is off. Sometimes, there’s just no sense. Other times, an intimate encounter.
When I’m doing it right, it feels like the whole world is bound up in these yarns. They reach
backwards, clinging to places and creatures. They circle outwards, entangling themselves in my
surroundings. And they reach forwards, seeking connection.
So processes for me are inseparable: this knitting-writing-ecology practice of mine. They go hand-inhand, not just page-to-eye nor thought to page.
It’s a sensual, messy, tangled-up process;
this writing this practice this living-in-the-world.

1

All photos included in this thesis are the author’s.
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Personal Preamble
I write and knit from Cape Cod, Massachusetts where I was born and raised. As a white New
Englander of European decent, knitting as both activity and material was a common and familiar
reminder of changing seasons and family traditions. My grandmother, an expert knitter, lived with
me growing up. It seemed she was never without some knitting project and eventually I, too, would
follow suit.
The ways in which the unique coastal landscape of the Cape had left their mark on my sense of place
was not fully clear to me until I spent almost a decade living and working across Sub-Saharan Africa.
There, I had the opportunity to work closely with a wide variety of artisans whose unique approach
to craft always intertwined with culture and history in a way I deeply admired. In Rwanda, I spent
several years working with traditional basket imigwegwe or sisal fiber basket weavers. At the weaving
cooperatives in the rural countryside, local women showed me the sisal plants growing in their
backyards and the ways they harvested the spiny cactus-like arms, drying them in the sun and
eventually creating the stringy fibers used in their intricate weavings. I was immensely impressed by
the seemingly intuitive ways these women handled material; methodically transforming it, dying it
and manipulating it to create the traditional plateaus and domed baskets so familiar in now Western
home decor. I even learned from the women how to sit on the ground, legs outstretched and
crossed at the ankles, as the best way to pass a hot African afternoon.
Returning to the United States and to my childhood home years later, I reclaimed the family
tradition of knitting, now with a renewed awareness and appreciation for materials. I began to
research the origins and intricacies of fiber arts and fell in love with alpaca, the smaller, less ornery
cousin of the llama. I was delighted to discover a number of small-scale fiber farms on Cape Cod
and developed a relationship with the alpaca (and their owners) of Biltmore Wool Barn located in
my hometown of Brewster, Massachusetts. With these animals, I expanded how I conceptualized my
knitting practice to include the creatures and processes necessary to create the yarn I use. This
knowledge became a great source of connection and joy. As I knit, I fondly remember the playful,
curious nature of the doe-eyed alpaca as they nudged my shoulder with curiosity. At the same time I
was learning to shear alpaca and spin yarn, I was also spending time at my local yarn shop, A Great
Yarn, where a local knitters’ group met weekly in community to connect and practice. The resident
teacher in the group, a true knitting expert, ensured I persevered through challenging projects,
reminding me of my early knitting encounters with my grandmother.
For these and many other reasons, knitting is a deeply personal practice through which I trace my
own reinhabitation of place and see opportunity to further new ways of knowing that can help us
respond ethically and responsibly while creating space to spread joy and experience delight.
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Introduction: Casting-on
______________________________________________________________________________
A genuinely ecological approach does not work to attain a mentally envisioned future,
but strives to enter, ever more deeply, into the sensorial present.
-

David Abram, Spell of the Sensuous

In the face of bleak ecological futures, there is an urgency for solutions that can generate new, safer
worlds; worlds where we will be insulated and protected from the precariousness of delicate natural
systems we humans have damaged. Joanna Macy, an eco-philosopher, systems theorist and Buddhist
scholar speaks of the destruction of our world and our incapacity to respond as a result of our
strange and unprecedented experience of time. Macy likens this experience to “an ever-shrinking
box” that cuts us off from the patterns and rhythms of life and from our own past and future (2007,
171). By limiting our understanding of time to fleeting momentary experiences, we reduce our
perceptual field of understanding. Time becomes dissociated, no longer situated in the broader
context of past, present and future. Considering Macy, I view reconnection to the larger web of
kinship as expanding our memory and reminding us that what is at stake extends beyond ourselves
as individuals. Finding creative methods and processes for this work of reconnection is the focus of
my research inquiry.
Practices of reconnection - though imperative for our future - are not only about the future. Instead,
reconnection enriches a renewed engagement with the present as a starting point for healing the
long parade of violence that has damaged our understanding of ourselves as beings within a complex
span of interdependent relations. My interest, and the focus of this research, is the way ecological
entanglements reveal themselves to us, and how we can cultivate, promote and deepen that
revelation through forms of practice. I use my knitting, a very personal practice of making, as a way
to explore the intersections between intellectual modes of understanding and embodied forms of
knowing to see if and how the two can support a greater capacity for an awareness grounded in
interconnection. I use the term ‘sensuous knitting’ to identify and clarify the particular way I am
engaging with knitting in this research as representative of an intimate encounter between sensate
corporeal experience, materiality and lived environment. My aim is to demonstrate how the qualities
of awareness that enable ecological reinhabitation occur within - and unfold through - the process of
practice, and how such an approach might be enriching to a range of practices.
I define sensuous knitting as a making practice that generates solidarity with our ecological relations2 by
strengthening our capacity for awareness, attunement and delight. It is an intentional and embodied
way to move through the process of making that deepens our awareness of entanglement and
2

The concept of sensuous knitting directly responds to Kate Fletcher’s call for a reconceptualization of fashion as a
viable and exciting response to - rather than promoter of - environmental degradation: “Fashion is not just an expression
of human-centered individualism. It is also about solidarity with all our ecological relations. Most fashion experiences
neglect getting support from others. But in folding in the agency and independent value of our relations, fashion
experiences become as much about reciprocity as self-interest. This is the long view; it can open up wild, untrammelled
mutualistic practice of design, a counter narrative of connection and care, where fashion takes us towards the earth.”
(Fletcher 2019a, 197).
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interdependence through focused attention. It is precisely this quality of focused attention that
allows me to shift the unnoticed, unremarkable ways my sensate experience implicitly guides my
knitting towards a more explicit, engaged encounter with the craft. For me, knitting in this way feels
like a multifaceted unfolding of movement exposing the shape and structure of a knitted object as
well as older, more primordial shapes and structures of ecological attunements. It is a practice of
skill development that is activated, encouraged and reinforced over time. In this way, sensuous
knitting helps build and flex our weakened muscle of attentiveness
not only within our making practices, but all facets of life where brokenness and disconnect
distanced ourselves from nature.
Hands-on making practices offer particularly rich opportunities to cultivate awareness and
attunements that can help shift our ecological perception and return our awareness to the sensorial
richness of the present moment. The physicality of making requires complex participatory
encounters between the body, space, materials, and the transformed artefact produced. I will speak
in greater detail about the theoretical lenses through which I analyse these encounters, but first I
need to clarify that I use knitting as both a methodology and a framework for this analysis.
Specifically, I am thinking less about knitting as an aesthetic endeavor and more of knitting as a
process of interconnection. Ecologist and sustainable fashion thinker Kate Fletcher notes the
Western conceptualization of originality centers around the generation of an idea of a thing that has
not been done before and contrasts that with indigenous cultures who view originality as a practice of
reconnecting to a sense of origin or source of things (2019, 44). While this highlights the
representational challenges of practice as it operates in the Western context, it also suggests how
making can be generative beyond the imbued cultural meaning of artifact. Thinking of physical
making practice in terms of reconnection supports the idea of knitting as an ecological activity,
providing a framework for tracing attachments between maker and world.
In this context, sensuous knitting does work at multiple levels. First, it
provides a narrative landscape for the exploration and consideration of
theoretical frameworks that support an intellectual understanding of
ecological entanglement such as phenomenology and new materialism which
I will discuss in greater detail in the sections that follow. Next, sensuous
knitting acts as a metaphor for understanding how deeper awarenesses
unfold through the process of making which is in itself a physical material
unfolding. But most importantly, it is an approach to a physical practice that
supports a greater stamina for complexity through the practice of awareness
and attunement to the multi-faceted participatory nature of the knitting. It is
an approach not limited to knitting, but rather a rubric directly responding to
a range of practices.
My methodological approach weaves elements of established practice to create a unique fabric of
physical making practice, autoethnographic narrative, photographic documentation and theoretical
analysis. At the center of this work is a sweater I knit from locally-sourced alpaca fiber. Through
storytelling, I capture the making process through the lens of sensuous knitting, using aligned theory
to illuminate how this approach can support ecological connectivity. Describing my knitting practice
as sensuous knitting is not intended to create a hierarchy or judgment between different kinds of
practice. Instead, it reveals and celebrates the powerful potential of all practice to respond to selfestrangement through the intentional strengthening of attunements to ecological entanglement.
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At the core of my research is a desire to expand our understanding of ‘ecological practice’. We often
think of ecology as aligned with scientific domains and methods like conservation biology,
agroecology or even sustainable development. What I want to know is what work might we do if we
were to actively consider all our activities and practices as ecological? If the laundry were an
ecological practice, would we do it differently? Would we treat our sheets differently? Would it
remain a chore? My personal knitting practice is therefore a case study for how we might approach
making in ecological terms and what could occur as a
result. I think through knitting in participatory and
reciprocal terms; as an opportunity for reawakening our
perceptual experience of our surrounding worlds. I use
narrative description to guide the reader through what I
view as the three primary stages of knitting a sweater:
material collection, knitting process and garment
wear/care to discuss how each of these stages offers
different opportunities and tools that may rebuild an
awareness of ourselves as ecological beings. Moving
through narrative and stages of making, I will develop a
language for the ecology of sensual entanglement to describe
this new way of making. As my sweater takes shape, so
too will the framework for sensuous knitting occur as an
unfolding of ideas and approaches. Knitting as a
particularly engaged and embodied form of making
intends to inspire the possibility for all practice to
become opportunities for reconnection, or what I view
as the root of ecological work.
But while building reconnections is important and
serious, I will also emphasize the joy that comes from paying attention and watching processes
unfold. I show how taking delight in making is itself a form of participation and reciprocity and the
way building an attentiveness to this exchange reawakens our ability to view ourselves and the world
in a complex system of relations3. Through my narrative, I will build towards an understanding of
how we may become lively, attentive beings and the tools and practices needed for all the re work
3

While researching for this thesis I have been continually interested in the resonances between Quantum Theory,
Buddhist philosophy and a variety of phenomenological texts. In particular, quantum physicist David Bohm’s theory on
‘Wholeness and the Implicate Order’ is a fascinating take on the nature of reality and consciousness working together as
a coherent whole which is never static or complete but rather in a constant state of movement. According to Bohm, the
“Implicate order” is the hidden or deeper dimension of reality where “everything is enfolded into everything” which
contrasts with the Explicate order of known reality where everything is in an active process of unfolding. In the film
Infinite Potential, a retrospective on the life and work of Bohm, Sculptural artist Anthony Gormley speaks to the ways
that quantum theory, art and human philosophy interrelate: “We aren’t just things in space. We are places of
transformation. And furthermore our relationship with others - but with all phenomena is very much a question of our
relative positions. And I think that was something else that really deeply affected me about Bohm’s work; the participant
nature of the observer in the emerging of what we call reality….Quantum physics invites us to be participators in that
emerging of a world and it has very very fundamental, I think - philosophical, spiritual and political implications which
are essentially that each of us is a co-producer of a world. That each of us is a co-producer of a possible future.”
(1:00:44) - Anthony Gormley (Artist: quantum cloud).
(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCAU8Zg0UCncuOcbfttDRg7A, 2020)
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that needs to be done to brings us back to a place of ecological attunement: reminding, remembering,
rekindling, reframing, rebuilding, resilience, research, rediscovery, recognition, reconnection. All the
lines that must be drawn to rejuvenate our natural enchantment with the world.
Before engaging with my practice, I lay out the core concepts of ecological attunement, selfestrangement and reinhabitation as central to my sensuous knitting practice and the aligned
theoretical frames of phenomenology, animism, mindfulness and new materialism on which I draw
to support and illuminate them.
Ecological Attunement
I employ the term ecological attunement to generally represent awareness of relational entanglement.
It is, I argue, the capacity for ecological attunement that enables an understanding of ourselves as
interconnected with the natural world. My approach to practice is in interaction with, and in
response to, ecologist and nature philosopher David Abram who examines the intricacies of the
human relationship with nature and specifically how Western culture has become dissociated from
viewing itself within the frame of natural systems and processes. Abram explores the Western
cultural shift from what he calls a participatory to non participatory mode of sensory perception
arguing this has resulted in a severing of our attunement to environing nature (1996).
Abram utilizes a phenomenological underpinning to support his claim that the body is the primary
means of entering into relation with the world (1996). Generally defined, phenomenology is “the
exploration and description of phenomena where phenomena refer to things or experiences as human
beings experience them” (Seamon 2000, np). Phenomenology suggests that an understanding of the
mechanisms driving perception can help us better understand the human experience. Additionally,
by definition, a phenomenological approach rejects the nature/culture binary by assuming that
human and environment are compositional of an indivisible whole (Seamon 2000). This is important
to Abram’s stance of the world and the self in reciprocal relationship to one another. I see sensuous
knitting as engaging as a facilitator of this reciprocity, promoting active and engaged exchanges
between the maker and her materials.
Abram’s work draws on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception as evidence that
perception is inherently a participatory exchange reliant on the interplay of the perceptual body and
the thing it perceives (Abram 1996). He uses Merleau-Ponty as a Western philosophical framework
to demonstrate how bodies can be conceptualized not as boundaries between our lived selves and
the surrounding world, but instead as membranes or surfaces that enable flow and exchange (Abram
1996).
Perception is a bodily phenomenon which coexists with movement as an interrelated whole,
both grounding the objectivity and subjectivity of experience including the inner feel and
international grips on the world.” (Merleau-Ponty 1986, 292)
Following Merleau-Ponty, we begin to conceptualize how an evolving, unfolding, moving body
engages with the world and the world in turn engages the body. I use Merleau-Ponty to consider
how the knitter’s body itself is being transformed and affected as I, the knitter, transform and affect
the yarn in my hands. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology speaks to a philosophy of pre-conscious
perceptual experience that is hidden from conscious awareness and thus difficult to grasp. I will be
asking whether sensuous knitting practices can provide us tools to access that perceptual experience
7

(Seamon 2010). Through a phenomenological lens, what is ever-present and always occurring
becomes the background to our everyday experience of the world, something we rarely, if ever,
consider. And yet, as both Merleau-Ponty and Abram suggest, these interplays continue to inform
our perception even if we are not aware of their existence. In the sections that follow, I will speak
about how a practice like sensuous knitting can be a bridge-building tool between conscious
perceptual awareness and the deeper subconscious ecological attunements that shape us and the
surrounding world.
And so I use the term ‘sensuous’ in relation to my knitting practice to emphasize the
phenomenological assertion that the world enters into our bodies through our senses. According to
Seamon, Merleau-Ponty suggests that our sensory experience is an amalgamation of all our sense
capacities, a synaesthetic perception generating “a whole already pregnant with an irreducible
meaning” (Seamon 2010). The technical phenomenological terms of body-schema or body-subject (Ibid)
describe a “pre-reflective corporeal awareness expressed through action and typically in sync with
and enmeshed in the physical world in which the action unfolds” (Seamon 2010, n.p.). In other
words, the body is not a separate entity from the world, but an ongoing process of coming-intobeing with the world as each unfolds to and within each other. The parallel in my knitting practice
will be shown in the way that material, skill and awareness become entangled in the dance of
making, building and strengthening our comprehension of how body, material and environment
constantly intertwine. Merleau-Ponty’s Flesh is common not only to humans but all things creating
an underlying “mysterious tissue or matrix” (Abram 1996, 66) through which we can see how bodies
and places interanimate each other. I will use this concept of Flesh as the medium of encountering
and being encountered, positioning the knitter’s body within a highly complex, entangled ecological
system
For those of us who may consider perception as grounded in intellectual understanding, or through
a lived or professional experience, an ecological attunement may not feel critically important. The
potency of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is in the way it forces a breakdown of common binary
logics like interior/exterior, us/them, animate/inanimate common to how we build an
understanding of the world. Instead of occupying bodies that enable us to move through worlds
where things are alive and other things are not, Merleau-Ponty considers us as fleshy sites in
continual process of action in accordance with and in response to a perceptual engagement with the
world. In sensuous knitting, I draw on this frame to support the concept of interconnection as a
state of being in direct relation with our perceptual experience, a felt participatory exchange. Similar
to the way that my fingers and hands engage yarn and needles to produce the fabric of a knitted
garment which in turn creates deeper understandings of materials and process, so too does the
dynamic exchange of the unfurling and enfolding of the interior and exterior world interanimate
each other. It is this dynamism, this participatory exchange, that defines ecological attunement.
In Spell of the Sensuous, Abrams makes the argument that a “genuinely ecological approach does not
work to attain a mentally envisioned future, but strives to enter, ever more deeply, into the sensorial
present” (1996, 272). For both Abram and Merleau-Ponty, the present moment is the site of
perceptual awareness. Abram suggests that a reclamation of the present, sensorial moment, is the
basis for developing and sustaining the muscle of ecological attunement, the natural skill set required
to recognize our human selves as entangled within the more-than-human world. This is not to say
the future does not matter. Instead, Abram evokes the Buddhist philosophy that teaches taking care
of the present moment as the most effective way to care for the future (Nhat Hanh 2015). Sensuous
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knitting aligns with this investment in the present moment and seeks to build a stronger, more
attentive awareness of the present moment through slow craft.
In our modern Western conceptualization of cognition, we strive to understand the interplay of
forces and understanding. And yet what Abram is pointing towards is something more profound the return to a visceral, lived awareness of interconnectedness, an attunement to ecological
entanglement.
The senses, that is, are the primary way that the earth has of informing our thoughts and of
guiding our actions. Huge centralized programs, global initiatives, and other “top down”
solutions will never suffice to restore and protect the health of the animate earth. For it is only
at the scale of our direct, sensory interactions with the land around us that we can appropriately notice and
respond to the immediate needs of the living world. (1996, 268 original emphasis)
Finding methods of response through practices of reconnection led me to approach knitting in
terms of sensuality as a way to build ecological attunement within and through all aspects and
practices of our lives.
Self Estrangement
Self-estrangement is what occurs when we lose our natural capacity for ecological attunement
(Abram, 2011). According to Abram, each of us is born with a highly developed natural attunement
that is methodically eroded throughout early life as the child becomes acculturated to literate systems
of knowing and perceiving. He describes the process as follows:
The self begins as an extension of the breathing flesh of the world, and the things around us,
in turn, originate as reverberations echoing the pains and pleasures of our body...Only much
later, as the child is drawn deeply into the whirling vortex of verbal language - that flood of
phrases that earlier surrounded her simply as a beckoning play of melodic sounds continuous
with the cries of ravens and the rumble of thunder - only then is the contemporary child
liable to learn that neither the bird nor the storm are really aware, that the wind is no more
willful than the sky is awake, and indeed that human persons alone are the carriers of
consciousness in this world. Such a lesson amounts to a denial of much of the child’s felt
experience, and commonly precipitates a rupture between her speaking self and the rest of
her sensitive and sentient body. Yet the pain of this rupture is quickly forgotten by the
speaking self. There are more than enough discoveries and distractions to offset the trauma
of this self-estrangement, since accepting and abiding by this odd lesson unlocks the gate to
the curious universe that all the grown-ups appear to inhibit. But the breathing body, this
ferociously attentive animal, still remembers (2011, 38-39).
Here Abram takes Merleau-Ponty’s conceptualization of the Flesh as the lively matrix of tissues that
acts not as a barrier but as an exchange of sensory perceptivity, and demonstrates how alphabetic
language and shifting cultural understandings have done slow violence to our innate sensate
capacities. Like the extinction of the songbird, this is not something that happens as a singular event,
there is no moment of awakening in the child where she suddenly shifts from primordial
participatory sensory engagement with the world to a non-participatory stance. Loss of sensory
experience, like extinction, is not an identifiable moment of death or elimination but rather a slow,
gradual unraveling of innate understanding - a sensual unmaking.
9

Helpful to understanding the concept of self-estrangement is Rob Nixon’s theoretical framework of
slow violence as the potential harm that results from broader patterns of disconnection. Defined as a
‘violence that occurs gradually and out of sight; a delayed destruction often dispersed across time
and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (Nixon 2013, 2), slow
violence demonstrates how incremental damage can become invisible to us. Even though the harm
may be occurring right in front of us or even because of us, its slow pace allows us to dismiss or
wholly ignore its broader impact. As both Nixon and Macy point out, our perverse relationship with
time which increasingly detaches our awareness from the present moment, has fueled slow violence.
As a concept, slow violence builds and expands the bounds of entrenched systemic damage and uses
slowness as a way to reveal the complexity and the mobility of structural violence. Slow violence is
an extension of Galtung’s structural violence (1969), which reworked the notion of violence to be
understood as a denial of basic needs. Slow violence contrasts with structural violence in its
consideration of scales and speeds of violence. While both structural violence and slow violence
have a tendency towards invisibility, Nixon suggests that slow violence allows a way to trace the
mobility of structural violence across geographies and temporalities (2013). Slow violence is a useful
way to think through harm at multiple scales from our individual body to the collective planetary
body. It challenges the tendency to push harm into an unknowable future timeline and instead
makes it highly palpable in our current world. Like ecological attunement, slow violence speaks to
the pressing need to bring attention to the present moment in order to address disconnection and
self estrangement. Realignment with the sensorial present through a practice of slow making is one
way that sensuous knitting seeks to address self estrangement by rebuilding our awareness of the
potential for slowness to produce violence as well as gratitude and joy.
Reinhabitation
In mainstream environmentalism, the term reinhabitation is used as an acknowledgement of the loss
of deep knowledge of the places in which we live. This is the underlying assertion of movements like
bioregionalism where the roots of environmental problems are tied to our lost understanding of the
ways that natural spaces, human culture, and socio-economic well-being are dependent on an
ecosystem of relationships unique to a particular region. In response to an increasing awareness
across industrial societies in the 1970s and 80s of the loss of what poet Gary Snyder calls “elegant
cultural skills” (2013, 48), that sense of magic connection to the song of place, a movement called
reinhabitation began to surface. Snyder loosely defines the trend towards reinhabitation as, “the tiny
number of persons who come out of the industrial societies (having collected or squandered the
fruits of eight thousand years of civilization) and then start to turn back to the land, back to place”
(Snyder 2013, 48). Snyder notes that for some, this includes an understanding of interconnectedness
and the natural limits of the planet. Such a decision to live in opposition to the dominant culture,
Snyder suggests, is also a moral and spiritual choice due to the physical and intellectual demands it
necessitates.
Thinking through self-estrangement as the process of loss that Abram describes, I consider the term
reinhabitation as a reclamation not only of a connection to place, but also more specifically, the
connection to our natural way of living within and through the innate sensory capacity of our bodies
to maintain ecological attunement with our lived environments. Within the context of sensuous
knitting, reinhabitation refers to a reversal of the trend away from participatory modes of
experiencing the world, by coming back to the body through practice. In this return to our senses
and the power of life in the present moment, the slow violence of our disconnection from ecological
10

entanglement is clarified through heightened perception. Attaining or reinhabiting such a state of
clarity is a deep and life-long pursuit that is supported and strengthened by practices like sensuous
knitting.
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Part I: Animating Materials
______________________________________________________________________________
For what counts as self-interest shifts in a world of vital materialities.
- Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter
It’s hard to say where the practice of sensuous knitting begins. I see all forms of creative generation
as processes with origins extending well beyond the activities and actions most visible in the making
practice. Bringing awareness first to a knitted garment as the result of more than yarn, needles and
time is the first step in a sensuous knitting practice. As I focus my attention on all the material and
immaterial elements I need to bring together for my sweater - thoughts, experiences, techniques,
creatures, fiber, design - I focus on bringing to the forefront elements of the making practice that
would otherwise slide beneath the surface of my awareness. For example,
procuring yarn means asking about more than color, quantity and cost.
Fibers have complex stories to tell of different animals, origins and lives
lived in grassy fields or scraggy hills. Yarns hold histories of
transformative processes that include a multitude of people, machinery
and distances traveled. Selecting a knitting pattern appropriate for the
material allows a yarn to tell its story. The kind of story a sweater tells
will affect the way it will be worn, cared for and stored on my shelf
amongst my other sweaters. It may change how long it takes to make,
how much I invest into it and the kinds of accountability I feel towards
it. In sensuous knitting, material selection
and preparation is a way to acknowledge
the underlying complexity of
considerations and decisions that may
not be unnoticed or fully appreciated. Bringing more to the fore
pushes me to understand practice as expansive and overlapping with
spaces and places I would not otherwise consider as part of my
practice. This looks like: The yarn made of spun fiber that sheared
from the alpaca that lives down the street from me on the land
owned now by the retired postal workers but once considered
Wampanoag Tribal territory. It also looks like the proximal
materiality I encountered working with artisans in Rwanda and
elsewhere in Africa. As I prepare for my making practice, I am
working to make the implicit explicit. In sensuous knitting, materials
have a voice to tell these greater stories of interconnection.
Sourcing yarn in this way is a mutual engagement. As a knitter, I am selecting my materials, but the
awareness of the interconnections of those materials with particular communities, environments and
processes in turn changes not only what I select, but the ways I participate with them as material. As
I search for and procure yarns, I see myself involved in a form of community-building where flesh
and material are engaging each other in their environment. My hands are coming into contact with
all different fibers that look and feel differently to my touch. They create different responses in me.
A synthetic yarn on sale at a corporate craft chain looks and feels very different from a hand-spun,
locally dyed fiber and I find myself automatically reacting differently to each. This is the
participatory exchange and flow that Merleau-Ponty calls attention to when he writes, “Nothing

determines me from outside, not because nothing acts upon me, but, on the contrary, because I am
from the start outside myself and open to the world” (1986, 407)4. Merleau-Ponty is challenging the
traditional duality of interior body/self and exterior/surrounding world by suggesting the two are
dynamic and fundamentally interdependent. My internal understanding or perhaps appreciation for
the hand-spun yarn informs the way I touch it, knit with it and care for it knowing that it will feel
differently on my body. I bring awareness to my materials so that I can understand their effect on
me as a step in the process of boundary erosion between material and maker. This helps me see my
work as a collaboration with my materials. So now, the scope of my practice is less defined as I
begin to make visible the interconnections between materials and the environments in which they
were transformed. At the same time, the definition between maker and material is less legible as I
become aware of how I am affected and shifted by the materials themselves. In this way, the
beginning of a sensuous knitting practice is less about procurement and more about bringing
together elements of communion and community.
Community is a bringing together of things. Whenever I start a
project, I’m thinking about all the components - tools, design,
materials, time - coming together to enable creativity to happen.
There is intimacy bred through this kind of community building
that aligns with Donna Haraway’s commitment to worlding
through multi-species encounters (2008). Arguing against
anthropocentric ethics she writes, “to know companion and species
together in encounter, in regard and respect, is to enter the world
of becoming with, where who and what are is precisely what is at
stake ” (Haraway 2008, 19). Haraway’s work promotes a world in
which all stories are multi-species stories; where beings are at stake
for one another, and an ontology of interconnection pervades.
Similarly, I speak of the gathering of materials as a communal, and
often multi-species awareness that enacts Haraway’s critique while
also pushing towards a larger definition of becoming-with that
encompasses not only species, but the objects and materials central
to making practice (2016). Winding yarn from skeins into balls
ready for knitting, I become familiar with the fiber, it’s delicacy or strength, it’s resiliency, it’s weight.
I consider the sheep or goat or alpaca or plant fiber that generated this material and in doing so,
recognize the many actors and elements embedded in these balls of yarn: hay, sun, soil, seed.
With this approach to practice, sensuous knitting works against the kind of anthropocentric thinking
that limits imagination, furthering self-estrangement. Haraway calls for multi-species stories as an
antidote, a way to encourage us to rethink boundaries and contact zones, a project that sensuous
knitting also seeks to promote through an experience of making that opens broader awarenesses of
relation and kinship. As such, sensuous knitting responds to Haraway’s call for art science worldings
or sympoeitic practices which she defines as collectively-produced systems without defined temporal
or spatial boundaries (2016, 58). Sympoeitic practices acknowledge the entangled co-production of
all life and all art as a “making-with” rather than a making-of or making-for (2016, 58). As a knitter, I
make in partnership with sheep whose fiber supports and enables my practice. By reinforcing the
4

This also invokes Tim Ingold’s discussion of perceptual involvement with the making practice (2000) that I will return
to in the next section. Ingold acknowledges making practices as acting from both within and without, or in other

words making as an outgrowth of attunement with the surrounding environment.
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notion of boundary ambiguity, I respond to Haraway through the reinforcement of ecological
entanglement within my personal practice. Weaving awareness into the knitting practice
acknowledges the co-conspiratorial nature of a yarn as a jumble of creatures, environments and
sensate experience making knitting both bodied and embodied in a variety provocative ways.
But what would sympoeitic making actually look like? Haraway concretizes the theoretical frame of
sympoeitic making in her examples of “engaged science art activist worldings” where she sees the
potential for healing and rehabilitation (2016, 71). She uses the Crochet Coral Reef project
coordinated by the Institute for Figuring in Los Angeles as a specific example where over 8,000
people across 27 countries took part in a collaborative project to crochet a coral reef using a range
of materials from wool and cotton to plastic bags. As Haraway explains, the project was a
combination of environmental activism, mathematics, marine biology, handicrafts and ecological
consciousness raising (2016).
A kind of hyperbolic embodied knowledge, the crochet reef lives enfolded in the
materialities of global warming and toxic pollution; and the makers of the reef practice
multispecies becoming-with to cultivate the capacity to respond, response-ability….The reef
works not by mimicry, but by open-ended, exploratory process.” (Haraway 2016, 78)
What Haraway showcases is a project that not only generated a materially-produced object as
reflection of a naturally-produced object, but a project that crafted a broader collective
consciousness of ecological precarity. According to Haraway, the raised consciousness of the state of
natural reefs reinforced knowledge and understanding of the makers who in turn reflected this
attentiveness within and through their reef crochet work. That reef was then put on display where
the community of actors broadened to the viewers whose audience participation spurred greater
awareness and potentially care and concern for the living reefs themselves. By crafting loops of
connection, attention and concern between materials, makers, objects and viewers, a crocheted reef or more specifically in this case a knitted sweater - is building a broader participatory network of
engagement.
Implicit in Haraway’s example of the Crochet Coral Reef project is the understanding that
sympoietic practices should do more work than facilitate connection; they must also generate
accountability. Haraway argues that accountability is reinforced through touch.
My premise is that touch ramifies and shapes accountability. Accountability, caring for, being
affected, and entering into responsibility are not ethical abstractions; these mundane, prosaic
things are the result of having truck with each other. Touch does not make one small; it
peppers its partners with attachment sites for world making. (Haraway 2008, 36)
While the craft of knitting implicitly revolves around the intimacy and skilled choreography of
touch, a sensuous approach explicitly focuses on developing tactile awareness as a form of
relationship-making. Touch is important not only because it enables me as maker to manipulate
materials and tools, but because of the kind of rich sensory relationship between my body and the
pieces I am weaving together that will eventually live against my skin as clothing. The repeated
phenomenal touch between hands and material are enacting the kind of participatory exchange that
Abram argues is critical for reinhabitation and Haraway insists is necessary for generating
accountability. Within a frame of ecological entanglement, the accountability or ‘care’ being
generated is not only directed at the knitted object itself, but also extends to the broader network of
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relations that object has with the world. In other worlds, touching a hand-spun yarn, I react with
care and attention not only for the yarn itself, but in respect for the alpaca and the spinner and the
land that supported them both.
As phenomenology teaches us, sensory experience like touch is in reality a synthesis, a synaesthetic
interweaving of our full range of sense capacity. When Haraway speaks about touch, I believe she
does so in full recognition that within touch is the full spectrum of sensory experience that allows
humans to perceive their worlds. What Haraway reinforces is the potential for prolonged contact
with a thing to deepen and broaden a sense of kinship in relation to material and process. In my
practice, touch is a primary mechanism for direct experience that produces a memory of an
encounter. Picking up a skein of alpaca yarn, my relationship with it is initiated through touch. Later,
when the sweater is complete, it is likely through a similar sense of touch that I will recall the
experience of making and interacting with material. A sensuously knit sweater, therefore, offers
world-making attachment sites with every stitch.
Collecting Material
I began the project of this particular sweater two summers ago as a different kind of contact was
made when a young alpaca spat in my face. Frankly it was understandable as at the time I was
attempting to sheer his mother. She was being restrained by metal bars and heavy straps that held
her body in place so that I could remove her soft, dense coat with an electric blade The young male
must have recognized right away I had no idea what
I was doing as he fixed his giant, beautiful eyes on
me in a disdainful manner. I felt the physical tensing
of the restrained alpaca as she pushed against the
straps that held her. Shearing any kind of farm
animal is a stressful process. The animals are not
accustomed to the restriction and uncertainty of
shearing. Due to the stress, it’s important to work as
quickly as possible and this speed often results in
small nicks or cuts on the animal’s skin. This
particular female alpaca was relatively calm while the
metal shears buzzed across her back, underbelly and
upper legs but her bulging eyes and occasional
whinnying cries made her discomfort and distress
very clear not only to me, but to her son who paced
around us, sometimes nibbling at the shirt or cap of
the person trying to shear his mother. When he spat
at me, I was not even touching her, but had stepped
back after taking a turn with the shears. I turned to
him with some elation as it was my first time learning
this new fiber practice. He looked directly at me and
without much warning, flared his nostrils and sent a
spray of smelly viscous spit directly at my forehead.
Message received.
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Months after that experience, I sit with several skeins of alpaca yarn in my
studio/office. They are neatly twisted and tagged as locally-produced, 100%
alpaca from Biltmore Wool Barn in Brewster, Massachusetts just down the
street from the house where I grew up. There is a small black alpaca icon on
the tag and it always makes me grin to see it as I know it is intended to
demonstrate the live connection between alpaca the animal and alpaca the
fiber. For me, when I look at the heathered brown strands, I am also looking
back into that young alpaca’s eye just before he gave me a piece of his mind.
To be clear, I hold no resentment from this encounter, but rather a sense of
gratitude to both alpaca mother and son for their critical role in my knitting
practice. When I touch my yarn I am also
recalling how dense the coat is on the animal
and the way you can dig your fingers into its softness for what feels
like a foot without coming into contact with skin or bone. And when
you shear, the fiber comes away in a springy waterfall of fur that is
bright and clean underneath and dusty from exposure to the elements
at its tips. It becomes a bit of a race to grab the material once it is
released from the animal, making every effort to capture it before it
hits the dirty ground. Coming back to my neatly prepared yarn skein, I
feel gratitude; not only to the animal whose fiber this once was a part
of but also for the quality of awareness and the kind of relationship
being built through memory, experience and sensual engagement with
these materials.
This craft that I had once viewed as an enjoyable family past time was
beginning to unfold for me as a way into a greater life practice that
celebrates the rich connectivity of the present moment, spit and all. Materializing the relationship
between knitting as craft practice and knitting as an engaged practice of sensual awareness happened
as a gradual enfolding of technique, sensory awareness and lived experience. It was only as I knit
more that the materiality of sense began to make sense as a way to open up different forms of
understanding. While a growing interest in the technical aspects of fiber arts helped me to improve
my form, it was through continuous practice that I started to recognize my body’s responsiveness to
the physical yarns themselves. Developing the intellectual understanding of fiber supply chains
allowed me to better understand the environmental impacts of the fashion sector and how we might
shift our approaches to design and production. But it wasn’t until I cultivated an embodied knowing
of what it feels like to shear an alpaca, to touch a beautiful yarn, to feel totally engaged with a making
process, that I came to know knitting as sensuous. The practice, in this case the knitting, is critical.
Vankerschaver sums up this sentiment when she writes, “genuine insight relies on sentient
engagement with materials, tools and context. A strictly technical reduction will always fail to tell all
that needs to be known” (Vankerschaver 2019, 171). What needs to be known, or perhaps more
accurately re-known, is that state of natural sentience where there is no division between materials,
context and technical reduction. It is a state with an active internal compass being constantly
calibrated as we live through and in the world. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology demonstrates this
state of ecological attunement as the natural state of tacit perceptual awareness of the world, worn
down by the process of self-estrangement that Abram describes. The forms of working-with,
becoming-with and making-with that Haraway supports are reflected in my approach to sensuous
knitting.
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Entanglements
Two aspects of engaged materiality are central to sensuous knitting. The first aspect relates to
uncovering, and the second focuses on recovery. ‘Uncovering’ is a kind of perceptivity that enables
us to peel away layers of acculturated assumptions ingrained in us, telling a certain story about how
we should view the world in order to
open us up to how the world
actually exists. Here, intellectual
theory acts as a springboard for
cracking open different forms of
knowledge. To explain this, I use
philosopher Thom van Dooren’s
theoretical writings on species
extinction as a poignant example
(2016).
For van Dooren, identifying absence
is not the same as understanding
loss. Loss implies a process of
undoings over time within a
particular context of relations and
events. Effective intervention to
prevent or change the trajectory of
loss necessitates an awareness of the
ways in which particular
dependencies are being undermined.
van Dooren’s work is an analysis of
loss that allows us to contextualize
human entanglements with
threatened places and species, demonstrating how ethical, cultural and political issues intertwine to
generate profound consequences. His definition of extinction as a “prolonged and ongoing process
of change and loss that occurs across multiple registers and in multiple forms both long before and
well after this “final” death” shifts our intellectual understanding of what extinction does and enacts
(2016, 58). He moves us from seeing the disappearance of lifeforms as a regrettable but contained
event to a broader, more intricate conceptualization of species eradication as the complex
‘unraveling of flight ways’, a dissolution of the meshwork of dependencies and relationalities that
produce sufficient conditions for life to flourish (2016). By uncovering an alternative narrative of
extinction as a process of unmaking, van Dooren reveals a clearer understanding of the underlying
causal undoing of ecological patterns and the breakdown of connective tissues that occur all around,
through and as a result of us humans. Similarly to van Dooren, Nixon’s slow violence makes visible
a broader temporal-spatial consideration of ecological crisis. There is revelation here as we build
intellectual understanding of disconnection and loss as fueling and compounding each other.
But how does van Dooren’s theory of loss intersect with sensuous knitting? To answer this question
I return to the first part of my research question where I wanted to know how ecological
entanglements reveal themselves to us. Within this scope, both van Dooren and Nixon are revealing
ways of conceptualizing entanglement in ways that help build an intellectual understanding of the
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power of ecological attunement and the dangers of falling out of alignment with these attunements.
In the second half of my research question I push further by asking how we can cultivate, promote
and deepen that revelation through forms of practice. This is where sensuous knitting becomes an
interesting case study for the development of practices that enable our recovery process. Recovery is
therefore the second aspect of an engaged materiality. Recovery and Abram’s reinhabitation reflect
the same need for reconnection to a sensorial present as a mechanism for ecological stability and
restoration.
So, when I describe my alpaca-shearing encounter, I acknowledge that any projecting of our lived
human experience onto the lives of animals both assumes and presumes more than we do or likely
can know about their experience of the world. I described the reaction of the young male alpaca
who spit in my face as if he were resentful of my treatment of his mother when in fact I could be
deeply ignorant of the behavioral patterns of camelidae mammals and thus fully misinterpreting this
dynamic. He may have been trying to claim dominance. Perhaps he had a cold and sneezed. I do not
and will not know. Instead, I bring my attention to what, if any, forms of awareness were revealed to
me in this exchange. I did, for instance, feel that I developed a sense of greater humility through this
exchange. Shearing an alpaca for the first time taught me not only how to collect fiber for a knitting
project, it opened up my knitting practice to include the lives and experiences of the alpaca. This is
not to say that an extension of awareness assumes total understanding. Instead, touching alpaca flesh
catalyzed for me a revelation of participation, a widening of community and a consideration of
Haraway’s kinship that leads me to reconceptualize my knitting in terms of uncovering the
communities implicitly involved in any practice.
Bringing awareness to self estrangement enables me to begin to notice and direct my attention to the
ways I am building connection with material through my knitting practice. Recovering direct access
to a more participatory sensual awareness as a mechanism for ecological reconnection aligns with
Abram’s argument for a depth of engagement with the sensorial present as our best shot at securing
sustainable futures (1996)5. For me, the term entanglement6 is a way to visualize ecological
complexity. Being entangled is not a state of either/or but both/and. It happens when things
become inextricably twisted up with each other. Entanglement as a conceptual framework is both
understandable and yet evades exactness. Ecology is entanglement. It is how lifeforms and
environments and objects exist together accidentally on purpose. It is an intimate, messy affair. And
importantly for me, entanglement refuses binary conceptualization. Acknowledging entanglement is
also to acknowledge interconnection as we understand that everything is connected to something,
which is connected to something else (van Dooren 2016).
Entanglement becomes quite literal in my knitting practice. Yarns not carefully tied up into skeins or
wound into balls become desperately complex messes of strands requiring hours of careful attention
to undo. Sometimes with softer yarns like alpaca, the tangle is impossible to unravel as bits of
individual fiber cling to other bits of fibers or what’s known as felting when yarns fuse together.
5

Using the term ‘recovery’ I acknowledge and point towards the wide range of indigenous and local knowledge
scholarship around environmental, climate, socio-ecological and species change issues. (see for example Kyle P. Whyte,
Robin Wall Kimmerer, Leslie Marmon Silko)
6
Urban Dictionary provides a fantastic cultural definition of entanglement as euphemism “used to describe a
relationship that one accidentally on purpose finds themself in.” The idea of an affair, an intimate encounter as accidentally
on purpose somehow perfectly captures the essence of complexity represented. The accidental suggests a lack of
intentionality, a fluke or unintended occurrence while the on purpose makes clear the role of agency and intentional
work being done. (https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Entanglement 2020)
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Extrication is often futile at this point and can result
in terrible frustration and hours of painstaking work.
Entanglement in my practice exists as a very real
material state of being. It is also, however, related to
materials creating lines of engagements between
maker, tools, crafted artefact, sensory experience and
the broader environment. By this I mean the pooled
knowing that is accessible through material touch.
Fingers on fiber relate more than a joyful softness,
they recall memory of alpaca shearing, understanding
of material process, and a sense of possibility. The
fiber is the result of human, alpaca, soil, hay, sun,
grass, wind, time and space coming together in a
particular way at a particular time. The ball of yarn
on my task may not be conscious, but it is alive in its
own way. It is entangled with its surroundings, and
in knitting with them, I become entangled too.
If the term entanglement helps reveal the complexity
of the environing world, Tim Ingold brings an
anthropological understanding of the
interrelationality of things and beings in this world through his concept of the meshwork. A
meshwork, according to Ingold, is what happens when “everything tangles with everything else”
(2015, 16). Instead of looking at creatures as self-contained units of life walking across the surface of
the world and having encounters that produce a network of points, a meshwork argues for a web of
interwoven lines of life that intersect and cling to one and get tangled up in one another even as they
are shifting and evolving (Ingold 2015, 2011). Like entanglement, a meshwork troubles traditional
perception of the world by flattening our hierarchies. In contrast to a network which suggests nodes
of connection between one thing and another, a meshwork helps us become sensitized to the world
as a place of constant emergence, an ever-ongoing unfolding that requires our active engagement in
order to keep up. It also reinforces the complexity of relationships between objects, beings and their
environments, demonstrating once again that beings are making and being made by their worlds and
relations.
Sensuous knitting, like Haraway’s description of the crocheted coral reef, is a literal entangled
meshwork where alpaca, human and all the lives and entities required to sustain us both become
intertwined. There is an exchange that occurs between farm animal and human caretaker as food
and shelter is provided while fiber and other materials are collected. This exchange is not premised
on equality but a relationship of reliance, a mixing up of lifeways needed for the ball of yarn on my
desk to be produced. And this point of exchange where fiber passes from animal to human to yarn
is one minute example of the actual lively meshwork that could be explored between environments
and all the forms of living beings that intersect, overlap and cling to one another in ways that
produce both life and balls of yarn. Using entanglements and meshworks as a way to challenge the
hard barrier of distinction between the animate and inanimate is also the next step of my sensuous
knitting practice.
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Animism
Dualisms and binary thinking challenge our ability to reconceptualize the world as entangled,
relational and ever-unfolding, forcing us to think in either-or terms (Bai 2013). Bai warns that this
method of generating understanding not only undermines an attempt to reconnect with an intrinsic
sensorial experiencing of the world, it also hinders our ability to translate knowledge into action (Bai
2001). I find this revelation especially troubling within an academic context where the emphasis on
understanding - even in a cross-disciplinary environmental humanities context - does not carve out
sufficient space for translating knowledge into the act of being and doing. The richness of
phenomenological philosophy is not made lively unless some interpretation from precept to concept
enables an understanding of The Flesh to be embodied in our flesh (Bai 2001). This is, in essence,
our history of sensual disembodiment and my argument towards the need for a sensuous approach
to practice.
Recognizing the importance of developing attention and awareness of entanglement, I look to a
range of non-Western traditions such as Buddhism, Daoism and animism that offer frameworks for
a pedagogical approach to practice that trains attention on
the present moment. Viewing the present moment as
vibrant, alive and full of potential can also affect lived
experience. In Daoist practice, animated perception trains
the perceiver in experiencing the world as vibrating with
what is called qi, a vital or organic energy or life force (Bai
2013). This supports a general animist view of the world as
alive, as lively. Bai argues that developing an animism of
everyday life could be a practice that could help shift our
perception of the world as divided into animate and
inanimate realms (Bai 2013). This is not only a conceptual
practice or mental shift, but also a significant adjustment to
the way we practice our everyday, facilitated by intentional
practices like sensuous knitting that funnel and center our
attention.
Stopping the constant and subtle source of energy depletion and recharging the nervous
system is what we need to do. This practice, when seriously undertaken, would radically
change the manner of our presence on this planet. This, I would suggest, is the promise of
animism for environmental education. (Bai 2013, np original emphasis)
Bai’s argument that serious consideration and integration of aspects of mindfulness and other
Buddhist forms of practice are needed to catalyze this kind of radical change emphasizes the need
for alternative ways to approach our loss of sensual awareness. Knitting and mindfulness exhibit
considerable overlap in terms of demonstrated cognitive benefits which I will discuss in more depth
in the next section. Here, I am emphasizing that embodied knowing is not an inevitable result of
intellectual understanding. A sense-based practice that enables the convergence of tacit embodied
understanding and intellectual knowledge is required. Another way to think about this is that text
provides us with a form of communication which is useful and expedient; however overreliance on text
can take away opportunities for communion which is the critical basis needed for sensual reconnection
and the restoration (Bai 2001).
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Understanding materials as active and lively is a step towards building communion. Demonstrating
that entanglements can and do occur between objects and creatures is my starting point, but the
project must extend further towards a broader deconstruction of the boundaries between the
animate and the inanimate. For me this is critical to moving away from the dualistic ontology that
enables us as humans to categories what is and is not of value to us. Objectification is generally a
term of degradation, an act of demotion from a state of aliveness to one of inert dead, objectness. It
oddly suggests that our physical bodies are not made up of the fleshy matter of blood and bone and
busy molecular particulars that we know them to be, but rather are of some other non-material
origin. Similarly, it is easy to look at a handmade sweater and appreciate it for its design, warmthpotential or knitting technique and harder to appreciate it as lively or even a result of life.
To show how a sensuous knitting practice could help bridge the animate/inanimate divide, I borrow
from the political theory of Jane Bennett’s vibrant materialism which advocates for an elevation of
the status of things in order to redistribute our ethical notions of value (2010). Core to a vibrant or
vital materialism is the notion of ‘thing-power’ which Bennett describes as “the curious ability of
inanimate things to animate, to act, to produce effects dramatic and subtle” (Bennett 2010, 6).
Thing-power shows up everywhere in my sensuous knitting practice as I effect and am in turn
affected by my engagement with materials. This participatory back-and-forthing looks like me as
knitter selecting and sourcing yarns that feel lively. This may be because I directly participated in the
transformation of animal fiber into spun yarn as in the case of my Biltmore Wool Barn alpaca
shearing experience. Or, it may be because my direct experience has heightened my general
awareness of the process of material making so that I can recognize the vibrancy and resonance even
of store-bought yarns that have been produced and processed. This form of recognition is what
Bennett argues for as “a cultivated, patient, sensory attentiveness to nonhuman forces operating
outside and inside the human body” (2010, xiv). In other words, thing power can be recognized as
well as produced through the process of a deeply attentive and engaged sensuous knitting practice.
“The hope is that the story will enhance receptivity to the impersonal life that surrounds and
infuses us, will generate a more subtle awareness of the complicated web of dissonant
connections between bodies, and will enable wiser interventions into that ecology.” (2010, 4)
Bennett’s complicated web of dissonant connections and Ingold’s meshwork are both conceptual
frames working in support of an everyday animism that challenges the nature-culture paradigm.
When Bennett speaks of living bodies as material, she, like Ingold, is working outside of normal
hierarchies of matter. She defines the vitality of matter as “the capacity of things - edibles,
commodities, storms, metals - not only to impede or block the will and designs of humans but also
to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own” (Bennett
2010, viii). And so the distance between the animate and the inanimate is reduced or even eliminated
in this frame of thinking where material status is elevated. And the beauty of this perceptual shift is
the work being done to elevate the ethical value of all things as all things matter as matter. This is
also Haraway’s insistence that “It matters what thoughts think thoughts. It matters what knowledges
know knowledges. It matters what relations relate relations. It matters what worlds world worlds. It
matters what stories tell stories.”(2016, 35) To cultivate a sensual awareness is not only to rekindle a
general understanding of connection, but also to acknowledge kinship across the densely populated
meshwork of relations and even within our own bodies as ecosystems of diverse life and matter.
Bennett is clear that awareness and attentiveness alone will not necessarily lead to environmental
solutions. This is where the need for practice arises. Instead, what attention provides is a foundation
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for an ontology of interbeing wherein harm inflicted anywhere in the meshwork is recognized as
having a negative effect on us humans since we are also enmeshed within that same network (2010,
13). Divvying up the world into the realms of animate and inanimate only reinforces our own
grandiose ideas of human exceptionalism. Instead, accepting ourselves as relationally entangled
requires a more humble posture of curious engagement. It also requires us to regain a lost capacity
for astonishment and capacity to feel awe. For Bennett, this means cultivating moments of sensuous
enchantment in our everyday lives - those tiny opportunities where the inanimate and animate worlds
collide such that the commonness of everyday objects take on the power of the extraordinary and
the extraordinary foreignness of the far-off natural worlds becomes intimately ordinary (Bennett
2010). This kind of enchantment relies on what Abram terms a “promiscuous creativity of the
senses” (1996, 58), a state where we relinquish our reliance on the hyperactive linguistic-conceptual
mind and refocus on the primordial attunements and sensual capacity for knowing with which we
were born.
I stop here, for a moment, to take another look at the ball of yarn on my desk which is suddenly not
merely a ball of yarn on a desk but a fairly shocking constitution of vibrant entangled relations. As
the material of my making practice, it has always been alive with creative potential but now appears
lively and connected. How did this shift of perception occur? How did I find myself thinking
through the matter as both matter and mattering? What forces generated the initial invitation to
travel back and forth between my fiber-based practice and fiber-producing alpaca and the myriad
unseen critters and molecular structures and gusts of wind that were actively moving and growing
across their own meshworks? It’s tempting to think of the spitting alpaca as the generator of this
shift but in reality, the shift was more like a slow emergence rather than a slap (or spit) in the face. It
was the careful, painstaking development of a sensual making practice, a practice that requires
blending motor skill, fiber knowledge, dedicated attention and memory as a support structure for
each stitch of knitted fabric.
Again, I cannot pinpoint the moment when a sweater begins. To say it starts with that first stitch
would be to ignore all the critical material work and time and knowledge required to prepare the
groundwork for practice. It would forget the exchange between animal and human, the worlding
and accountability that results from touching the life that would provide the material to give life to
my work. It would discount the creative process of pattern and color selection. It would overlook
the period of idea gestation when I imagined different designs and materials and how they would fit
into my wardrobe. It would undercut the very notion of an interconnected meshwork, emergent and
ever-unfolding. Expanding the scope of what I consider a knitting practice has provided me with a
template for looking outward at the world in a way that allows me to perceive it differently. It
supports an engaged form of attention that is sustained through practice. For me, sensuous knitting
is that practice.
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Part II: Knitting Presence
______________________________________________________________________________
It is a remembering backwards.
- Dr. Larry Ward, ‘America’s Racial Karma’
When I first began to think about my knitting practice as a research topic, it seemed natural to focus
on the process of making, in this case the act of knitting. I found the repetitive nature of the craft
meditative. I was curious about the ways in which physical movement and sense perception codevelop through craft. As a practitioner of mindfulness meditation, I knew that daily practice was
important to developing mental capacities for calmness and openness. I hypothesized that crafting a
structured knitting practice would facilitate a strengthened awareness of my sensory perception
through the movement of making and interaction with materials. I assumed that a deeper, more
attention relationship with craft would yield intimacy and clarity as a natural result. It was within this
frame of mind that I moved into the knitting process once my materials had been collected.
Therapeutic Evidence
My text-based research appeared to support
my intuitive hypothesis. Much of the general
literature around knitting focuses on the
connection between knitting or craft practice
and the slippery study of personal well-being
(Turney 2009, Katz-Frieberg 2010, Peruzza
and Kinsella 2010). While there is limited
research evidence to support direct links
between knitting and its psychological benefits,
one online study of 3,545 self-selected knitters
focused on the relationship between knitting
and cognitive ability (Riley et al. 2013). The
results of this survey found that for committed
knitters (defined as those who knit 3 times per
week or more), there is a statistically significant
relationship between knitting practice and
perceived feelings of calm and happiness (Riley
et al. 2013). For those surveyed, over 70
percent reported improved thought
organization (72%), the ability to forget problems (73%), better memory (73%) and high levels of
concentration (72%) as a result of their knitting practice (Riley et al. 2013). The study suggests that
these reported cognitive improvements are directly related to knitting due to the particular nature of
repetitive bilateral movements which engage more brain capacity than crafts that are primarily based
on unilateral movements (Ibid, 40). Further results from this study linked knitting practice with an
ability to reclaim lost emotions such as pride, excitement, anticipation and happiness (39). The
results were gratifying, if unsurprising, as they reinforced what I already knew through my own
experience of knitting.
I was also drawn to additional findings that spoke of the therapeutic benefits of knitting, in
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particular the way that knitting as making practice can induce the same kind of mental state as
meditation practice (Riley et al. 2013, 40). Again, as a knitter but also as a mindfulness meditation
practitioner, these findings very much aligned with my personal experience. The research suggested
that knitting may be an opportunity to expand the benefits of a traditional meditation practice to
groups of people for whom meditation can sometimes be challenging such as young people, those
with certain learning disabilities and the elderly (40). Additionally, in clinical settings knitting practice
is a therapeutic medium with far-reaching potential benefits including the reduction of symptoms
associated with PTSD and depression and strengthening of socialization skills for introverts or
others with social anxiety (41). The science definitely appeared to be supporting my own claims of
the importance of this practice.
Methodology in Stitches
I developed a knitting field-research activity to gather data that would support existing findings and
open additional opportunities for linking the physical practice of knitting with a phenomenological
analysis of increased sensory awareness. I was curious about the potential for strengthening sensual
attunements through an engaged knitting practice. I wondered if combining the intentionality of a
traditional mindfulness meditation practice with the physicality of making could allow one to more
easily access the slippery state of sensual attunement I hoped to induce or (re)produce. I decided to
elaborate a process, borrowing elements from methodologies such as field journal documentation
and semi-controlled making activities to explore my hypothesis and generate data that I would
analyze.
The approach I developed was as follows7: For 25
consecutive days, I engaged in a daily knittingmeditation session where I would produce an 8”x 8”
knitted swatch. Each day during the hour or so that it
took me to knit, I intentionally directed my awareness
towards a particular corporeal sense (sight, sound,
touch, smell, taste) and took note of what arose
physically, emotionally and sensorially during the
making practice. Following the swatch-knitting exercise,
I completed a semi-structured journal exercise loosely
based on the Buddhist practice of the five aggregates or
skandhas of mental formations that make up our
awareness. These include feelings, forms, perceptions,
formations and consciousness. The exercise walked me
through a series of questions intended to capture my
attunements through auto-phenomenological study. I
wished to determine whether patterns would become
evident in my journaling that might suggest particular
forms of sensory awareness being induced by the knitting, or any evidence to support my theory that
this daily practice would demonstrate improved sensory awareness.
Each day, I carefully washed and blocked my small swatches, labeling them with the date, day and
7

See Appendix A for a more detailed overview of my auto-phenomenal methodology
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body sense assigned to that day’s making mediation. To my thinking, the physical swatches were
more than just research samples. The soft squares were representative of my practice as well as the
physical embodiment of that daily practice. Like the clinical neuro-mapping done on meditators to
demonstrate the physical cognitive effects of mediation practice, my knit squares were
encapsulations of my experienced bodily practice. Looking at each square, I could visually see
evidence of my mental state reflected in the spacing of the stitches. If I was excited or stressed,
perhaps my stitches were tighter resulting in a smaller swatch. If I was unfocused as I knit, this
might show up as mistakes in the simple pattern or a general unevenness of the fabric. I anticipated
that as my sensory awareness became increasingly strengthened through making, the results would
translate to physical alterations of my knitting techniques. Perhaps the swatches would be smaller,
tighter, more precise or maybe they would grow as my calmed state of mind became more easily
accessible, flowing into my relaxed hands resulting in larger stitchwork. My findings did not,
however, align with these expectations.
The results of my field research did not directly support my hypothesis that a daily practice would
increase concentration and attunement. In fact, through my journal entries I noticed what appeared
as the exact opposite: a general increase in impatience with the journaling and a decreased interest in
my own practice. I interpreted this as boredom with the project as my mind wandered and my hands
knit on auto-pilot as if there were no real link between the two. Looking at the swatches themselves,
I did not see any particularly discernable physical pattern to suggest a movement towards a deeper,
perceptual shift. I did; however, notice inconsistencies as some days the swatches would be smaller
or tighter than on other days when the stitchwork was looser and more open. But there did not
seem to be a pattern. As my stack of tiny swatches grew day-by-day
my interest waned and I was forced to rethink my initial claims. I
recalled a keynote lecture from the 2018 international knitting
conference In The Loop by contemporary textile writer Jessica
Hemmings that spoke to a range of challenges in current knitting
research. Hemmings pointed to the extreme pressure on academics
to consistently and continuously produce new publish-worthy
content and the dangerous environment resulted where researchers
become forced to make extraordinary claims (2018). She discussed
the evidence she saw of this amongst textile practitioners who
would overclaim the value and power of their craft in order to gain
academic recognition (2018). The side-effect of this situation is the
way it undermines the very real, albeit potentially less flashy, work
being done slowly and consistently within the process of craft. I
wondered whether I was participating in this trend by asking too
much of a practice that was simply a pleasant personal hobby.
At this point in my research, all I wanted to do was start knitting a
sweater with the heap of alpaca yarn I’d purchased from Biltmore Wool Barn. Months earlier, I’d
come across a pattern for a cropped raglan sweater with billowy bishop sleeves intended to be knit
quickly with chunky yarn. Since my alpaca yarn is of a much finer gauge than what the pattern called
for, I had decided to use the pattern as an opportunity to practice ombre knitting where multiple
strands of colored thread are held together and swapped out through the knitting to create a gradual
gradient shift. I thought the sweater might provide a good example of my personal practice and
would visually pair well with the less interesting swatches. I found myself thinking about, planning
and preparing my sweater during the time I should have been focused on my official research
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practice. Looking back, I recognize this moment as formative for my sensuous knitting practice and
continue my personal knitting narrative to illustrate the shift.
Following the completion of my period of self-designed knitting fieldwork, I turned immediately to
what I considered my secondary project of knitting a sweater to provide visual process
documentation for this thesis. What I quickly found; however, was the surprising primacy and
centrality of this supposed secondary project. Freed from the
constraints of semi-structured journal entries, I allowed my attention to
be less constrained by the expectation of producing meaningful
“results”. As I knit, my mind wandered - sometimes reflecting on the
apparent failure of my methodology to support my hypothesis,
sometimes thinking through the theoretical conceptual frameworks I
was reading at the time and sometimes bringing my focus wholly to the
execution of a pattern that I erroneously thought would be an easy
project. In fact, what started out as a basic sweater turned into a
complex and at times, very frustrating, process of knitting, unraveling,
reconsidering, remaking and unraveling again. I found myself needing
to change the type and size of needles I was using. I pulled out the
neck ribbing multiple times before the stitches would cooperate and
settle correctly onto my needles. After knitting a number of inches of
sweater, I decided that three strands was not enough to produce the
ombre pattern I wished and had to start over holding 4 strands
together on a different size of needles. The knitting was frustrating and
at times physically painful as I found myself clenching the needles and
straining to count errant stitches over and over again. The project that
I’d intended to complete in a few days was unexpectedly taking weeks8.
Despite the frustration, I worked on the sweater constantly9. I knit as preparation for conducting
text-based research. Once I finished reading, I’d knit to sort through my thinking on what I’d just
read. As I started to weave my thoughts into words, I would knit-write such that my laptop would
be on a cushion in front of me while yarn and half-finished sweater rested in my lap. In the spaces
between sentences I would knit to gather my thoughts and words. When I couldn’t write at all I
would knit, assuaging my guilt through comforting assurances that knitting was thesis-related and
therefore productive. As the weeks progressed, my conceptual enthusiasm transferred from my
writing to my sweater. I was eager to progress in my craft work in order to see the results. Would it
fit? Would the design translate effectively given all the changes I had made to the pattern? Would I
need to rip it out and start over or would this be my new favorite sweater?
8

It feels important to note that I knit this sweater in the late summer and early fall of 2020 during the Covid-19
pandemic in the United States. This period of global crisis was further compounded by ongoing racial justice protests in
the wake of the killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and too many other unarmed black people at the hands of
police. Also ongoing was the Presidential election campaign which felt like a fueling of social unrest in a nation already
deeply divided. Looking back on my description of this knitting project as challenging and complex leads me to think
through how our collective and individual anxieties express themselves in our daily actions. For me, this suggests not
only that our environments and mental states affect our cognitive, emotional and physical states, but also the
opportunity for practices like knitting to be spaces to work out and through such complexities in order to assist in
regaining balance and connection to the present moment.
9
It also feels clear that this practice provided me a needed therapeutic outlet that enabled me to build a sensuous
knitting as a framework that imagined practice as a larger tool for generating larger perceptual shifts in our attunements.
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At two different points in my knitting, I ran out of yarn. Each
time was met with a sense of panic as I realized I may not have
the comfort of my knitting project for several days until I had time
to get to the one local yarn store 45 minutes away that carried yarn
from the Brewster alpaca farm. Upon visiting the store, I learned
that it would be going out of business in the coming months,
increasing my anxiety over whether I would ever actually be able
to finish this sweater if I did not even have reliable access to
materials. It was also during these forced lulls in practice that I
became aware of how deeply intertwined my making practice was
with my writing and research. Not only as a pleasant distraction
but also as an important medium through which to develop and
express my thinking. My knitting was not merely my subject of
research; it was clarifying itself as the medium through which I
expressed my research. Without it or my ability to engage with it, I
struggled to write anything at all10.
Knitting Backwards
I now recognize sensuous knitting in what Buddhist teacher, author and neuro-science researcher
Larry Ward describes as “a remembering backwards” (Lingo and Ward 2020). In my swatch
methodology, I sought to discover the connections between knitting and the development of sensate
awareness and environmental/ecological attunement but was unable to demonstrate clear results. In
contrast, the greater fluidity of my sweater knitting project enabled me to work through tension and
sort out confusion through the knitting process. In a recent webinar, Ward spoke of our need to
transform our human framework to “create a nervous system we don’t yet have” (Lingo and Ward
2020). I interpret this as a need for a phenomenal armature that can support the weight of a rebuilt
participatory sensory engagement lost to us through self-estrangement. Ward is suggesting we do
not currently possess the support structures necessary for the kind of deep engagement with the
sensorial present that Abram insists is critical for an ecological approach (1996). Recalling the way I
utilized knitting to provide the stamina and clarity required to provide focused attention to my
writing, I became aware of my making practice as an approach to practice that could strengthen
awareness.
At this point, sensuous knitting11 shifted my understanding from the context of a making practice to
a wider revelation of affect across and through my body as I worked the yarn on my stitches. I was
producing a garment at the same time I was crafting a support system for my over-stressed nervous
system to generate a space for if not calm, then at least less anxiety. Knitting requires me to pay
attention to my hands, my arms, the gripping in my neck and shoulders. Now aware of these strains
in my body, I can bring my focus to releasing those tensions. Through making I am pushed to
develop focus through concentration on simple written patterns to make connections between the
10

It is relevant here to note that I stopped in the middle of this paragraph to transfer stitches from circular needles to
double-pointed needles (DPNs) so that I can finish the ribbing on the sleeve of my sweater.
11
At this point I was not consciously terming what I was doing “sensuous knitting”. Instead, I use it here to highlight
the point where I shift my approach more intentionally from a comforting experience of knitting to the elaboration of a
new approach to practice.
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symbols on a pattern page and the motor processes necessary to realize those patterns through
materials. Adding row upon row to my sweater, the fabric growing in my lap, I paused to take
pleasure in its comforting weight. Very slowly, through knitting, I returned my awareness to my
physical body, acknowledging the pressures and strains blocking my academic (and likely other)
process(es) as well as the pleasures and joy of taking part in the sensorial
present. This is what I believe Ward meant when he said, “the work is
uncovering. It’s not fixing ourselves” (Lingo and Ward 2020). In this case,
the knitting was not a cure for my anxiety and stress, instead, it allowed
me to develop attunement and awareness of the physical manifestations
of stress manifesting in my body so that I could respond. By uncovering
stress points, I was gaining understanding and compassion for my lack of
so-called academic productivity. The remembering backwards clarified
itself as a process of re-attunement to the workings and unnoted
reactions of my body as a first step to building wider webs of ecological
attunement flowing outwards in all directions from this central awareness
point between stitches on my needles.
While all knitting parallels mindfulness practice in many ways, the fact
that knitting produces physical objects is a significant differentiating
factor. Unlike mindfulness meditation practice that encourages nonattachment to outcomes, the practice of knitting is predicated on the
assumption that you are knitting to create something. In sensuous knitting,
the resultant object (in this case a knitted sweater) provides yet another
opportunity to explore a material topology of connection, as I will discuss
more in the next section. Here, I pay particular attention to the ways in
which the attunement and awareness I am building as I knit stitch by stitch is also generating an
attachment between myself and the knitted object. I find this strong connection to exist regardless
of whether I am knitting for myself or another. And regardless of the end-owner or even whether or
not I am satisfied with the end-product, the process of knitting necessitates the kind of commitment
to relationship building between body and material that remains deeply woven into the fabric of the
object. The act of knitting is indeed meditative and calming, but it is also a component of a larger
making process that includes processes of design, material sourcing and development, knitting
production and wear. Perhaps the term ‘knitting’ is somewhat misleading as it leads one to think of
the action of producing stitches when in fact it encompasses the entire engaged process of making
practice. This encompassing is actively pursued in my sensuous knitting approach as I seek to
broaden the meshwork of making practice as entangled with ecological systems from bodies to
bioregions.
Rendering Process
A central challenge of my research is how to explain the quality of ecological perceptivity that
Abram describes as lost during the process of self-estrangement. The erosion of ecological
attunement acts is a form of slow violence, becoming imperceptible over time. It is therefore
challenging to position a methodological response or suggest an intervention when the harm is
unnoticed; invisible. Doing our perception differently, as Bai suggests (2013) is important to
undoing learnings that we take for granted, in particular the ways we have been taught to understand
our environments and behaviors. It requires the ability to see the mundane anew.
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To demonstrate the power of ‘doing perception differently’, I use the example of Ingold’s salmon
drawing (2016). In this drawing, Ingold chooses to represent a salmon as a curvy line rather than an
oval with fins and tail, the visual generally associated with fish bodies. Ingold argues that a line is a
more accurate depiction of the life of the fish which entails constant motion and energy. To draw a
fish as an enclosed body is to suggest the fish as dead since flesh is not a barrier but a landscape of
motion and exchange. To present a salmon as a zig-zag line is to render the being of the fish as
animate, engaged, in-process, undergoing movement and interaction with its environment. Looking
at a fish in this way is to look at how it lives within the world rather than how it appears visually.
Ingold’s drawing is an animation rather than a captured rendering, encouraging us to see life as an
ongoing process of becoming. Thinking through the representation of movement is a way to render
the salmon’s unique way of engaging with the world. Drawing a salmon as a line is still an act of
drawing a salmon, only Ingold’s drawing arguably provides a completely different set of information,
revealing a greater understanding about the mode of salmon existence in the world.
Likewise, sensuous knitting is still knitting, but approached
in a way that opens opportunities and mechanisms for
greater connectivity. Both sensuous knitting and Ingold’s
salmon are examples of non-representational research
practices. Defined by Vannini non-representational theory
“emphasizes the fleeting, viscous, lively, embodied, material,
more-than-human, precognitive, non-discursive dimensions
of spatially and temporally complex lifeworlds” (2014, 317).
It is a particular way of seeking knowledge that privileges the
study of the quality relations between things and creatures over
their structure and symbolic meaning (Vannini, 2014).
Applied to Ingold’s meshwork, non-representational theory
may allow us to better understand the mixed jumble of
lifeways and objects. Since non-representational research is
concerned with the animation, rather than representation, of
lifeworlds, it is a helpful frame to work through how a
sensuous knitting practice could reveal ecological
entanglements. Based on the assumption that a
methodological approach cannot ever truly get at what is
actually going on, non-representational methodologies is instead a performative approach that
renders, enlivens and promotes reimagination (Vannini 2014, Dewsbury 2010). I draw on this
assumption in sensuous knitting where the making practice acts as the performative approach
through which animacy, connectivity and sensory engagement are catalyzed.
Because non-representational research is concerned with the study of events, practice and entangled
relations, it allows space for a making practice as a lively container to experiment with different
forms of knowing and being. Within a non-representational frame, forms of perception can be
traced and acknowledged through knitting creating insight into the ways perception shapes our
interactions. For instance, I may choose to pay attention to the consistency of my gauge or the
number of stitches per inch of knitted fabric as a way to understand how my body was or was not
engaged in the process at various points in the practice. Perhaps there is a difference between my
morning knitting and evening knitting that will provide me with insight about the ways I engage with
processes at different times of the day. Maybe I’m more attentive, cautious in the morning with
even, consistent stitches that scrunch up as I strain to be present and engaged in the evening.
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Perhaps this changes the way I organize my days. Maybe it leads me to pay more attention to how I
am interacting with my surroundings at night, knowing I have a tendency for disorder and disarray
after sunset. At the same time, non-representation has a theoretical emphasis on relational
materialism that supports the notion of the artefact, the knitted garment itself as vibrant, vital
matter. I will speak more about the importance of the knitted object in participatory perception in
the next section. Here, the central importance of non-representational research is the opportunity it
provides to draw objects back into the frame of meaningful encounters; broadening the view of
what is considered relevant. It is an experimental approach that embraces failure as a form of
knowledge creation. This is resonant for me as I think back to my unsuccessful swatch methodology
as generative of the deeper sensuous knitting practice that resulted from this perceived failure.
While the approach may be seen as nebulous and unbounded, I view non-representational theory as
necessarily broad and nonspecific exactly because it is trying to gain access to the barely noticeable,
to showcase the backgrounds of our world. Enabling us to “better cope with our self-evidently
more-than-human, more-than-textual, multisensual worlds” (Lorimer 2005, 83) requires a flexible,
innovative approach. It requires a willingness to be wildly creative and quietly attentive
simultaneously. It begs for a reimagination of learning by demonstrating that understanding happens
in so many places and spaces and with and across all our senses. A non-representational approach
encourages us to reconsider what we are defining as known.
Knitting in Collaboration
Sensuous knitting is a we’re-all-in-this-together kind of affair. It includes Haraway’s sympoeitic
making with by developing awareness of all that is going on and all those who participate explicitly
and implicitly through knitting. But it is also an autopoiesis as described by Ingold as “the selftransformation over time of the system of relations within which an organism or artefact comes into
being” (2012, 61). The artefact, the sweater in my lap, is a manifestation of participatory action, a
reflection in physical form of the movements and engagements occurring within a relational field
(Ingold 2012). Sensuous knitting becomes a practice of collaboration where the realization and
cultivation of affinity offers opportunities for developing kinship.
It is a non-representational approach that captures engaged sensory experience in stitches and rows
as opposed to words and concepts.
Sensuous knitting is recognizable and understood as a practice that does more than create stitches. It
is a tentative process of unfolding not only of the sweater, but also of the life and movement of my
own body in relation to this repetitive process over time. As I ‘get into the rhythm’ of knitting, my
muscles relax, my mind calms and the rows almost appear to emerge from the needles rather than
being imposed upon them. When knitting happens in this way, it generates a state of flow creating
the kind of calming effects Riley et al.’s study participants reported (Riley et al. 2013).
Corkhill et al. describe knitting as “a curious mix of creativity and structure” (2014, 41) and it is this
particular tension between the rational and the unexpected that makes knitting rich with the
potential for re-membering our ecological entanglement. The act of making does more than
promote a pleasant sense of well-being or accomplishment. I experience my sensuous knitting
practice as an embodied understanding of interconnection, an outgrowth of my attunement with my
surrounding environment. It is not, I believe, an experience that is only produced by knitting.
However, the unique way that knitting reflects skill, growth and creativity allow me to demonstrate
how embodied practice facilitates the uncovering and recovering needed for ecological re30

attunements to occur.
The articulation of a sensuous knitting practice is not a different kind of craft but instead a form of
practice that is included within - rather than separated from - natural processes. The growth process
of a sweater is reliant on an array of conditions and interactions in the same way that a tree relies on
its environment to grow and flourish. This is a perceptual shift in the distinction between artefacts
and living things that Ingold’s theorizing promotes.
Just as organic form is generated in the unfolding of the morphogenetic field, so the form of
the artefact evolves within what I have called a field of forces. Both kinds of field cut across
the developing interface between the object (organism or artefact) and an environment
which, in the case of the artefact, critically includes its ‘maker’. Where the organism engages
its environment in the process of ontogenetic development, the artefact engages its maker in
a pattern of skilled activity. (2012, 60)
Ingold demonstrates the embeddedness of maker within the process of making, challenging the
standard notion of making as an act of imposition. For Ingold, design is not a ‘writing out’ of a mental
idea in materials, but an intertwined growing together, a sympoietic process he describes as “the selftransformation over time of the system of relations within which an organism or artefact comes into
being” (2012 ,61). This positions making not only as a doing to or even a doing with but also a being
done by where the actions and responses of maker, material and environment all produce affect and
effect. Sensuous knitting experiences making as a growing-together, recognizing the array of
participants in the process.
Like his approach to the salmon drawing, Ingold invites a perceptual shift that troubles the
distinction between making and growing. By removing this boundary, sensual knitting is clarified as
an ecological act just as tending a garden is a process of making. Both exist in, and as a result of,
entangled environments and participatory processes. Knitting requires the engagement of a human
body where hands are powered by a range of nutritive elements like the vegetables growing in a
garden. The garden is beautiful and flourishing at the hands of the gardener in partnership with
healthy soil - perhaps a similar soil to the one that grows the grasses eaten by the alpacas who
provide the yarn for my knitting. As binaries are disassembled, the ubiquity of entanglements is
revealed.
Exposed as an ecological process, sensuous knitting takes on new life. Knitting my sweater, I begin
to notice the bilateral movements of my hands and the calming effect of this back-and-forthing.
Knitting more, I notice the way the environment, the air in my office maybe, affects my pace and
tension. I am aware of the feel of this particular yarn and the state of contentment it lends as a
material mnemonic of my alpaca farm experience. As my attention drifts into memory, I accidentally
drop a stitch creating a tiny hole as a reminder of the very material results of disengaging from the
active present moment. Skill is after all, as Ingold demonstrates, not merely the application of force
upon the world, but a quality of attunement and care that is deeply grounded in an active perceptual
involvement with the world (2012). In this light, my knitting practice shifts from a focus of
transformation to one of understanding as I begin to see the half-finished sweater in my lap as a
constitution of an entire meshwork of relations and all the movement and forms of participation
that gave rise to it. This is what I mean by the term sensual knitting. It is this process of intimate
unfurling of maker and craft within the constellation of their relations; a delicate enfolding of
awareness within as the object unfolds without.
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Part III: Reinhabiting A(wear)ness
______________________________________________________________________________
Clothes as a way into the world. Clothes as an enveloping, an enabling, sensory voyage.
- Kate Fletcher, Wild Dress
I wore my sweater for the first time today. It took me
several days after finishing the knitting to be able to
pick it back up, weave in all the ends (literally) and pull
it over my head. Subconsciously, I knew putting on the
sweater would be the definitive moment when the
process of knitting would shift to the practice of use,
altering or potentially obscuring the relationship I had
crafted stitch-by-stitch. I wanted to do the making
justice by loving the sweater and wearing it often but I
wasn’t yet sure how I’d feel in it. My delay was a
protective measure against the vibrant relationship I
feared could be lost if I disliked the garment. It felt like
a referendum on my approach because without the act
of wear, a sensuous knitting practice would be
incomplete.
This afternoon, with an autumn chill in the air and
writing to do, I tentatively slipped the sweater over my head, pushing my arms through billowy
sleeves. The first thing I noticed was its weight; heavy. It felt good. Alpaca is an expensive fiber
usually mixed with wool or cotton. This sweater was not only one
hundred percent alpaca, but used three strands of yarn held together
to produce a fabric thicker than anything that could be purchased
from a retail store. No brand in their right mind would have designed
this sweater that required 2,700 meters of material. A quick
calculation of material inputs and minimum wage labor put the
production cost alone at $2,500. But all knitters secretly know the
true value of their work cannot be fully quantified and a retail price
will never reflect its worth. I considered our skewed calculations of
value as I tentatively stepped in front of the mirror. Keeping the style
stakes low, I paired the sweater with sweatpants and unwashed hair.
Ok...not bad. Inspecting my work at different angles, stretching out
arms to assess length and seeing my body occupy the fabric for the
first time. I released the breath I’d been holding, relieved that the
garment was not destined for the back of my closet but would be worn, appreciated and enjoyed.
A finished garment is not an end point to sensuous knitting, rather a transition to a new stage of
practice. In the material collection phase of my work, I was generating explicit lines of connection
between fibers and their enmeshment in larger environmental systems. As I knit, I engaged in
embodied making, strengthening my participatory sensual awareness and blurring lines between
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body and material. Now, feeling the sweater against my skin I am exposed to another form of
sensorial engagement as I carry the sweater through the world, opening new opportunities for
enriched sensuous attunements and exchange. My sweater is not a result of my practice, but a
continuation of it. My positionality is different now as knitter and knitted embody each other
through wear. The weight of the sweater is heavy on my shoulders and across my chest and the
awareness of this physicality brings me back to the moments of contact with the Brewster alpacas.
The soft fleece I had helped remove from the back of the alpaca now covered my own back, albeit
all twisted up in yarn and stitches. The process of knitting reconfigured an array of relationships
between material and bodies - both my own and others in active participation in and around me as I
knit. Now as I wear the sweater, that reconfiguration is reinforced and strengthened by the constant
reminder of fiber on flesh like a mindfulness bell that rings on the hour - reminding me to come
back to my breath. In this sweater-wearing-state, the materials that transformed me now mediate
new experiences. I know that garments, like all things, shift and change over time. And as they do,
an unfurling of a new form of embodied sensory co-production will shift, grow and evolve with time
just as my knitting did.
The Craft of Use
Kate Fletcher writes about sustainable fashion in terms of rebuilding relationships. For her,
addressing the impact of a notoriously wasteful and ecologically irresponsible industry requires
reckoning with our perception of garments as things. “Garments are sold as a product, we live them
as a process” Fletcher writes in Craft of Use, emphasizing that clothes do more than cover our skin,
they are part of our experience of the world (2016, 272).
The enabling of ethical ways of being through engagement with the material world, polite or
not, is at the core of what has been described as ‘true’ or ‘new’ materialism and its
heightened sense of both the limits and potential of the material world. It suggests that
through fostering a deep appreciation and respect for intrinsic material qualities of things we
develop an understanding of their value in ways that go beyond their usefulness to us.
Changed by this knowledge, we act with care. (2016, 140)
While I agree that appreciation and respect are critical, I believe this necessitates a shift in our
relational understanding to enable recognition of the very entangled intimacies between our flesh
and the material world. By this I suggest a movement beyond the transactional nature of use requires
an awareness of affect and a willingness to extend qualities of liveliness across the traditional
animate/inanimate borderlines. Normalizing liveliness will assist to break apart binary thinking that
allows walls to be built between the interior body and the exterior world, a conceptualization that
undermines ecological complexity by negating the reality of interconnection. Fletcher herself
acknowledges this need to go beyond material value in Wild Dress. This collection of personal essays
is a thoughtful autobiographical exploration of what it means to be in relation with garments as
animate and animating energies within our lifescapes. Fletcher writes:
Garments are separate from neither people nor nature, they work between them both,
sometimes as barrier, other times a conduit, and at other times still, a network. They can
reveal possibilities, ecological limits, delight, natural knowledge, care, freedom and new hope
that it is possible to make our contributions and live well in a particular place at this time
with all our relations. Garments can enhance our understanding of human embeddedness in
nature, our sense of relationship with everything else.” (2019b, 8)
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Fletcher moves through her life as lived across beloved outdoor landscapes which she experiences in
silk skirts, old family sweaters and muddied socks. For her, garments have the power to generate
new forms of awareness. She gestures toward the phenomenology of wear, describing the experience
of freedom and unbounded dexterity afforded by skirts that enable her to physically move through
her environment differently. For Fletcher, garments are critical for humans as protective barriers but
also as mediums of exchange. A garment worn works with the body and the environment, but also
with memory and the associative power of experiential recall. Sitting at a table to write, Fletcher
wraps herself in her father’s old wool sweater as a way to invoke experiences of care and solidarity
that support her in her writing process. Here, a sweater continues to alter and shift worldly
engagement through its use over time. Clothes absorb parts of our body in sweat and hair and oil
from our skin but also enfold our experience of the world in certain places and time, woven into
fibers and seams. Garments move with us through the world, collecting and capturing elements of
our environment that remind us of where we have been. They are not only keepers of memory, but
reminders of the quality of experience encountered through wear.
But garments are indiscriminate mediators. Just as they have the power to reflect and engage our
relation to the natural world, so too can they perpetuate our self-estrangement and otherness from
nature (Fletcher, 2019). Fletcher dwells on the particular irony of the outdoor ‘gear’ which we feel is
needed in order to experience wilderness, and yet the majority of this gear is highly manufactured
petroleum-based product that does not facilitate exchange but is rather intended to be a strict barrier
to keep the environment at bay. So caution is required here. It is not enough to celebrate the
potential of garments. We must cultivate a conscious awareness of the ways in which they influence
our experience (Fletcher, 2019).
Sensuous knitting is an intentional facilitator of precisely this quality of awareness. What many
makers instinctively know is that making is a particular way of doing the connecting of things that
enables a connection to things. In other words, it connects things by connecting things. My knitting
connects me to an alpaca by connecting the parts of the alpaca together in such a way as to make a
sweater. Knitting connects me to tactile sensation as fingers bring material together to produce the
soft knitted fabric of a garment. The connection of sweater to flesh connects vibrant materiality with
sensual awareness. I incorporate Fletcher’s craft of use not only to insist that we provide care and
attention to our garments, but also as mechanism through which we can foster appreciation,
awareness and insight into what a garment can enable for us.
Affective Entanglement
Earlier, I discussed how I experience immediate recognition of quality and care when handling
certain materials that have been crafted with attentiveness and awareness. I attribute this in part to
my learned understanding of what skilled making entails such that my receptivity to a hand-spun
skein of yarn is bound up in my awe of the time and expertise required to coax fiber into thread. But
it is also, I believe, in that moment when I touch a beautiful yarn, an intimate arousal of my own
sensual experience of making that I identify within and through both materials and objects. It is the
experience of sensory exchange that creates for me a feeling, association, memory and reaction to an
object. I do not necessarily even need to touch something to take it in. I can engage with its contours
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and be affected by its nature as I look at it. This for me is the power of the material world to affect
our human experience in ways that open us up to the wider more-than-human world12.
Kugapi and Höckert (2020) illuminate this interplay of embodied encounters with materials through
their collaborative narrative of an exchange of a pair of hand-made mittens. Kugapi, a knitter,
purchases yarn from the Kiruna region of northern Sweden while attending the Nordic Knitting
Symposium. At the symposium, Kugapi interacts with many handcrafters who participate in
workshops, shop for materials and explore the local countryside. Months after returning home,
Kugapi decides to make a birthday gift for her friend and colleague, Höckert, from the yarn
purchased in Kiruna. She provides an autoethnographic accounting of her process of making and
gifting a set of mittens:
If I use the yarn that I bought from Kiruna, I could knit together human and non-human
actors and the pattern, the colours and the origin of the thread would hold a story behind
them - the mittens would be a hand-made souvenir from this time of working with the
project and becoming close friends. (2020, 7)
Evident here is Kugapi’s explicit desire to transfer her positive memory of experience through the
knitted mittens. She sees making as a form of communication beyond material generosity or a
simple expression of friendship. Here, Kugapi intends to literally create and transmit a particular
relational web of experience, place, people and things through the medium of mittens. It is her hope
that the mittens will be a transference of positivity and warmth to her friend, their recipient.
Höckert’s reaction to the gift is also detailed in autoethnographic narrative. Receiving the mittens,
Höckert is immediately affected:
I hug the mittens to my chest with tears of joy. I look at [Kugapi] to confirm that she has
made these herself, and she nods with a smile. I had often seen [Kugapi] knitting during
seminars and meetings and admired the beautiful things she made. While she knits, the yarns
travel through safe and caring hands and she follows the discussions with a peaceful and
focused aura around her.” (8)
More than an expression of care, Höckert receives the mittens as if they were an inheritance of lived
experience transmitted materially through the knitted gift. In Höckert’s observations of Kugapi’s
knitting practice in action, she’d noticed a particular quality of calm awareness that she admired in
her friend. She associates Kugapi’s calmness with the practice of knitting and is appreciative of her
ability to produce this quality. The mittens enable her to vicariously experience the act of making,
even though she herself was not involved in the knitting at all. As the ethnographic encounter
progresses, the mittens continue to take on value as conduits for experience as they move through
the world with Höckert. Now, the mittens are not simply representative of Kugapi’s calm knitting
practice but have also become a receptacle for Höckert’s own experiential memories of winter and
travel.

12

It also demonstrates how making as a non-representational research approach engages corporeality and sensuality in
order to get us closer to understanding the fleeting emotions and engagements that are always at play in the construction
and evolution of our complex lifeworlds.
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I use this story of a set of gifted mittens to demonstrate the power for crafted objects to not only
reflect but also generate affective entanglements between things, lives, places and all the interactions
between them even beyond the maker herself. While I argue that all objects have this capability, the
engaged act of making more readily facilitates an attention from the user due to the knowledge that
this thing is a result of an experience of making. This experience happens at the human level and
therefore is more recognizable; however, it is the practice generated through this awareness that I
see as valuable to supporting the capacity for the development of subtler attunements. For instance,
once I become aware of a pair of mittens as more-than-object but in fact embedded in relationships
to place and memory, it may then be easier for me to become aware of the mittens as an assemblage
of materials that came from a set of plants or creatures who lived in a particular place with a
particular set of relations.
Reinhabitation
I have my finished sweater here beside me as a physical reminder of what I am trying to convey and
enact. I shift my attention from the ribbing at the wrist of the sleeve to the row of raglan decrease
where sleeve joints to sweater body. I allow myself to get lost in the waterfall of ombre stitches
across the chest and can’t resist picking the sweater up and smelling it, enjoying the faint animal
musk and the weightiness of fuzzy folds. Laying the garment back on my desk, I’m drawn to the
neck, the point of departure for this sweater, which is a top-down construction that required me to
cast on stitches in the round. I recall how I struggled to stretch those initial stitches far enough to
meet in a circle, taking yarn on and off several times before it was settled. I was getting used to the
way it feels to knit with multiple strands of this alpaca yarn, learning how tight to pull, how much
the fiber would stretch. If Kugapi’s mittens demonstrated how an emotional and experiential
transfer between two people through an object, my sweater illustrates how a garment can allow us to
inherit our own sensory investment, bringing it forth and re-experiencing past connectivity in the
present moment. As a maker and wearer, I benefit from producing as well as receiving the gifts of
my sensuous knitting practice where knitting is a process of intuitive gathering and strengthening of
awareness, the garment a reification of my developing ecological attunement.
The economy of sensual exchange and inheritance I observe and experience in sensuous knitting is
an indiscriminate form of transmission. This means that while the sweater equally captures moments
and periods of struggle as it does points of revelation and attunement. Looking now at my sweater, I
notice those places of turmoil where yarn, hand and needle were in clear disagreement. The discord
and misalignment is made physically visible in unmatched seams, messy ribbing or unintentional
holes. These places are evidence of an estranged relationship that leaves stitches out of order or
creates a pulling under the arm. But if these moments of discord are evident to me in the finished
garment, so too are the memories of calm and harmony that are carried forward into the present as I
clutch the garment or pull it over my head. I can see reflected in the rows the ease I was feeling. My
memory of moments in place is captured in this object: when I was knitting that part of the sleeve I
was sitting out on the deck, dog at feet. Or, here in the ribbing was when we lit the first wood stove
fire of the season and I felt the reality of fall settling in as I knit on the couch. In this way, my
sweater becomes a crystallization of the memory of the experience of making. It is a physical
manifestation of a synaesthetic relationship over a period of time that I am able to recall and return
to through use and wear of the sweater.
For me this emphasizes making as a practice of sensory engagement and wear as a practice of
vibrant, lively materialism where artefacts are imbued with memory and benefits of practice.
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Through use, we continue to experience the benefits of the initial making practice in ways that have
ongoing effects on our lives. A knit sweater worn into the world against the body rubs off against
skin creating echoes of felt knowledge, spaces where the inner and outer world converse and get to
know each other. It reminds me of my practice, but it also continues to engage with the world,
absorbing the places it goes, and the experiences it encounters, sometimes physically in the loops
and weaves of fiber which are then transmitted to warm skin. A sweater does not remain static. It,
like us, is changing and unfolding itself through interaction in the world. It is a reminder, a physical
mnemonic of practice, of the sensual experience of making but also a call to continue to practice.
This is how the practice of use within sensuous knitting becomes an act of sensual reinhabitation. It
is an approach that insists on the critical importance of developing an attunement to the spaces we
inhabit. It incorporates ideas like bioregionalism, an environmental movement striving to create
cohesiveness between local ecosystems and the norms, values and cultures of an area, inviting us to
reconsider who we are as connected to where we are. It is a notion, as Abram describes, that is
gaining steam:
In North America this spontaneous and quietly growing movement goes by many names. In
truth, it is less a movement than a common sensibility shared by persons who have, in
Robinson Jeffer’s phrase, “fallen in love outward” with the world around them. As their
compassion for the land deepens, they choose to resist the contemporary tendency to move
always elsewhere for a better job or more affluent lifestyle, and resolve instead to dedicate
themselves to the terrain that has claimed them, to meet the generosity of the land with a
kind of wild faithfulness. They rejuvenate their senses by entering into reciprocity with the
sensuous surroundings. (1996, 271)
Abram speaks here of reinhabitation in general terms, as an undercurrent creating shifts in Western
culture. But he is also being extremely specific in identifying participatory sensual awareness as the
lynchpin of this project for re-engagement with place. This is important for me because once again,
it grounds the potential for change in the individual’s embodied experience of reconnecting with our
own awareness.
I find the concept of reinhabitation both an inviting and useful way to think through the meaning
and potential for making practices to further this same agenda. It is inviting as a gentle reminder that
we as humans have collectively and individually already experienced modes of connection in our
lives that have nourished and supported us and therefore what is being asked of us is not a remaking
but rather a return to something we knew but have since forgotten. As a conceptual intervention,
the idea of reinhabitation gets at the real project at hand. It reinforces connections with where we
live in terms of our local environments. In more intimate terms, reinhabitation brings us closer to a
sensual home within the lively sinews and synapses of our own flesh. For me, reinhabitation is not
prescriptive in its methodology; however its proponents clearly articulate what is at stake:
They know well that if humankind is to flourish without destroying the living world that
sustains us, then we must grow out of our adolescent aspiration to control all that is. Sooner
or later, they suspect, our technological ambition must begin to scale itself down, allowing
itself to be oriented by the distinct needs of specific bioregions. Sooner or later, that is,
technological civilization must accept the invitation of gravity and settle back into the land,
its political and economic structures diversifying into the varied contours and rhythms of a
more-than-human earth. (1996, 272)
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What Abram is suggesting and what I also seek to center in my approach to making practice is the
idea that individual acts of embodied reconnection have the ability to enact larger systemic shifts,
mending the nature/culture divide. Those who choose to invest in deepening their ties to place
create localized eddies whose effects ripple outwards, creating a stronger undercurrent that pulls
culture in new directions. Likewise, making is a practice that for me not only reinforces my own
capacity for sensual awareness, but situates me in a network of relationships with human and morethan-human communities who are necessarily part of my craft from the local yarn shop owner to the
soil that provides the hay eaten by fiber-producing creatures critical to my knitting.13
It is with all this in mind that I return again to my sweater. The act of wear, of use, is also an act of
both habitation and reinhabitation. To wear a sweater in a manner that is attuned to the sensory
experience of being within the folds of that sweater is a form of inhabitation. Through this practice
of inhabitation, the maker begins to engage ever more deeply with the sensuous present, a practice
of peeling back layers to reveal and re-acknowledge our lost capacity for natural attunements, and
perhaps if done right - to enable a reinhabitation of our ecological sensual awareness.

13

An additional component of this approach that is important but outside the scope of this paper is the ways that
objects and making relate to historical projects of embodiments and disembodiment. In a panel at the 2020 Fibershed
Symposium entitled Black Fiber Systems: Exploring pre-colonial materials and modern practices, Sha’Mira Covington
connected the dots between the exploitation of slavery, the origins of the American industrial revolution and the
importance of design to honor this history saying, “fashion is not trivial or frivolous. It teaches us how to relate to
clothing, to cloth and land.” (Adissa-Farrar and Covington, 2020) A truly ecological attunement must encompass an
awareness of racial injustice and actively work against it.
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Conclusion: Making Practice for Deep(er) Ecologies
______________________________________________________________________________
The recognition of what is being lost needs to be expressed in ways that transcend the rational.
- Annette Lundebye, “To Name Is to Value”

Viewing sustainability in terms of broken
relationships centers the need for practices of
reconnection. There are many forms of
reconnection and in this paper I have
emphasized reinhabitation of ecological
awareness as particularly critical to rebuilding
a dialogical relationship with the natural
world. To do this, we need to start from the
places familiar to us. Knitting for me is both
intimate and personal. I was taught to knit by
my grandmother when I was a child and have
returned to the craft over and over
throughout my life at different points and
with different intensities. When I look
carefully at my knitting practice today, I can
trace echoes of family tradition, cultural
influences and intellectual development that
have commingled in a making practice that
reflects my philosophical understanding and
ecological ethic.
In this paper sensuous knitting is described as an ecological practice. To the non-knitter, this may
seem like a stretch, an illogical leap. But what I trace in the narrative of my sweater is the process of
fortifying an implicit awareness of interrelationality, an approach that can travel across experience,
culture and practice. I use the intentionality of this knitting to demonstrate how practice can help us
build the kind of attunements we need to reveal our ecological entanglement. In sensuous knitting, I
outlined my approach to material collection, knitting practice and the use and care of the knitted
garment. With each unfolding stage of practice, I was able to explore, experience and build upon
different aspects of awareness.
Paying attention to the sourcing and transformation of materials revealed a broad network of
connections between yarns and environments so that my sweater became the extension - rather than
a result - of my materials.
Knitting with an awareness of my body strengthened my understanding of making practice as both
embodied and participatory; my senses constantly in communication with and in response to my
materials. Taking the time and space to notice these connections and interactions within the bounds
of my knitting fortified my capacity to develop awareness and attunements outside my practice in
my daily life.
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Wearing and caring for my sweater, I literally embody my practice, feeling it against my skin as a
reinhabitation of the awareness generated through the knitting process. Enveloped by the sweater, I
could carry my practice into the world, a knitted mnemonic to remain attentive and attuned
whenever and wherever possible.
After all, we care for what we pay attention to. It seems to me we require more attention to our
attention. It means we need practices that refocus our awareness in order to navigate the rudder of
our attention more effectively. For me, knitting is a familiar process onto which I have crafted a
deeper practice. The craft itself is wrapped up in tradition and love. It is tied to family and
comforting associations of softness and warmth. The process reflects the evolution of a skillset that
has expanded to include materials, technique and the development of worn garments. But the
practice is based on an expanded awareness of how bringing mindful attention to making facilitates a
general capacity for embodied engagement between the corporeal and the material worlds that can
be drawn upon in any moment of life, not only as I sit with needle and yarn in my lap. It is in this
way that my practice of making can support a more generalized practice of living fully in concert
with all my connected relations.
In essence, sensuous knitting is a great yarn. It is both a narrative reflection and material outgrowth
of an attentive process. Part reflective analysis, part theoretical intervention and part provocative
template, I have attempted to knit across what I view as a concerning gap between theory and
practice. I have drawn on thinkers like David Abrams, Kate Fletcher, Thom van Dooren and Jane
Bennett to bolster and flesh out the intuitive and implicit aspects of my embodied practice in order
to reveal connections between process and practice. I have also considered how sometimes
theoretical frames in isolation are incapable of advancing the project of knowing in and of
themselves. My primary example of this is Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology wherein we are exposed
to the theory of perception as grounded in the Flesh and yet with this understanding we have no
direct path towards a clearer understanding of this alters our lived experience. This is demonstrated
most clearly in my research since writing was predicated on knitting. I mean this quite literally. I
often sat in front of my computer screen with a ball of yarn and a half-finished sweater in my lap so
that while I put words down on the page I was in contact with the material and process of my
practice and as I knit, I moved hands and yarn in syncopated loops, I thought about my words. In
this way, practice and theory are thoroughly interwoven in my research. Knitting an important
medium through which I think through and process ideas and environments. This thesis is neither
craft-led research nor research-based craft. It is instead an unfolding of awareness between maker
and made, knitter and knitted, theoretical concept and written word.
To understand knitting as ecological is to see making as a participatory unfolding that reflects the
systems and processes we consider as ‘natural’. The opening of a flower, construction of a beehive
or growth of a child are all processes reliant on interconnecting systems and environmental forces;
the conditions necessary for a sweater to be knit are similarly entangled. All require critical elements
and materials from the surrounding environments. All exist in complex participatory interaction with
agents, actors and forces. All are lively and active in their own ways. To me, the way knitting unfolds
as a craft process is a useful reflection of similar ways that the world unfolds through natural
processes. It is my position, therefore, that a deep understanding and awareness of knitting as an
intimate encounter supports our capacity to view our daily interactions with the world as embodied
sensuous encounters. What I put forth with sensuous knitting is an approach to building the stamina
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and skill of awareness through practice. It is a demonstration of making as one way we might bring
ourselves back into a lively material world. Through knitting as slow process, I cultivate a
participatory sensual engagement. The physical embodied components of my knitting enact physical
changes in my body through strengthened dexterity and the recreation of neural pathways that
literally created connections. It is in this way that my practice enables the embodiment of theoretical
forms of knowledge such that I not only know and understand them, but live them. I believe this is
the kind of perceptual shift that Bai called for in her ontological and epistemological quest for
animate perception.
At the end of the day, I believe theory is only as valuable as its ability to affect the way we actually
live in the world. Intellectual knowledge is powerful but we also need to go beyond understanding to
feeling in our bones. The way in which embodied ecological knowledge is accessible with and
through knitting makes knitted things lively receptacles of important kinds of understanding that are
literally felt and experienced through their wear, use and repair. They maintain their ties to the
natural world while simultaneously producing and reproducing engagements with our everyday as in
the sweater that is reached for every chilly morning, its warmth-producing folds offering a consistent
experience of comfort that may then become associated not only with that particular garment, but
perhaps also with that wool material recognized elsewhere. In this way we expand our connective
awareness of experience, of material, of knowing understanding of the valuable potential of the
living world in our daily lives.
Sensuous knitting is predicated on my belief that we must learn to craft slower responses to
ecological threats. By calling for slowness I do not ignore the extraordinary urgencies we face as a
species, instead I make the argument that the kind of profound shifts we require can emerge only
once we have regained our capacity for ecological attunement. Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh insists
that the most effective way to care for our future is to care for the present moment (2015). But
feeling deeply rooted in the rich sensorial experience of the present is antithetical to our modern
habit of looking ahead to what we hope will be a better future. Sensuous knitting is one way I
suggest we can reclaim our connection to our bodies, our present, and our world, one stitch at a
time.
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Appendix A: Swatch Knitting Methodology
______________________________________________________________________________
Below is a brief overview of my swatch knitting methodology:

Field notes, drawings and photography recording in a hand-bound journal to maintain a direct headhand-paper connection. After completion, each swatch was washed, blocked, dried and labeled with
the date knitted and daily sense focus.
Approach loosely based on the Buddhist principal of the 5 Skandhas (aggregate or heap): A teaching
for the practice of not-self:
1. Rupa Form/Body (sense faculties)
o 5 sense organisms and nervous system
o Solidity, fluidity, heat, motion - all present in every material thing
2. Vedana Feeling (positive, negative, neutral reactions to stimuli)
o Meditation allows us to be aware of feelings
3. Samjna Perception (labeling/identifying things)
o Noticing, naming, conceptualizing
o Suffering is born of wrong-perception
o Substitute perception with prajna, true vision/knowledge
4. Samskara Mental Formations
5. Vijnana Consciousness
o Store consciousness which contains all the other aggregates - basis for their
existence
o Both collective and individual
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Daily Questionnaire:
Each day after knitting the swatch, I completed a set of pre-established questions followed by openended space for reflection. The questions were as follows:
Date:
Day:
Start Time:
End Time:
Location:
Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Where are you?
What is your body doing?
What are you noticing?
How do you feel?
What is happening?
What are you thinking about?

Knitting Notes:
Yarn Fiber:
Yarn Weight:
Needle type/size:
Stitch(es) used:
Final Swatch dimension:
Additional Comments/Observations:
Swatch Specifications & Directions:
Needle size: 7
Apprx. Dimensions: 4x4”
Usage:
46x12=552” per swatch (15.33 yards)
552” x 35 swatches = 19,320 (536.67 yards)
= 2 skeins of 300 yards
Cast on 24 stitches
Rows 1-5 knit
Row 5 (WS) knit 2, purl to last 2, knit 2
Row 6 (RS) knit across
Continue rows 5, 6 until swatch measure 3.75

44

References

Abram, David. 1996. The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World. New
York: Vintage Books.
Abram, David. 2011. Becoming Animal: an Earthly Cosmology. New York, NY: Vintage Books.
Adissa-Farrar, Teju, and Sha'Mira Covington. 2020. Black Fiber Systems. Other. 2020 Fibershed
Symposium.Fibershed.https://fibershed.org/programs/education/symposia-presentations/20
20-wool-symposium/.
Bai, Heesoon. 2001. “Beyond Educated Mind: Towards a Pedagogy of Mindfulness.” Essay. In
Unfolding Bodymind: Exploring Possibilities Through Education, edited by B. Hockings, J. Haskell,
and W. Linds, 86–99. Brandon, VT: The Foundation for Educational Renewal.
Bai, Heesoon. 2013. “Peace with the Earth: Animism and Contemplative Ways.” Cultural Studies of
Science Education 10 (1): 135–47. doi:10.1007/s11422-013-9501-z.
Bennett, Jane. 2001. The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton Univ. Press.
Bennett, Jane. 2010. Vibrant Matter: a Political Ecology of Things. Durham , NC: Duke University.
Corkhill, Betsan, Jessica Hemmings, Angela Maddock, and Jill Riley. 2014. “Knitting and
Well-Being.” Textile 12 (1): 34–57. doi:10.2752/175183514x13916051793433.
van Dooren, Thom Van. 2016. Flight Ways: Life and Loss at the Edge of Extinction. New York, NY:
Columbia University Press.
“Entanglement.” 2020. Urban Dictionary. Accessed November 1.
https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Entanglement.
Fletcher, Kate, Louise St. Pierre, and Mathilda Tham. 2019. Design and Nature: a Partnership. London,
UK: Routledge, an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group.
Fletcher, Kate. 2016. Craft of Use. Post-Growth Fashion. Basingstoke: Taylor & Francis Ltd.
Fletcher, Kate. 2019a. “Folding In.” Design and Nature: A Partnership, 193–97.
doi:10.4324/9781351111515-29.
Fletcher, Kate. 2019b. Wild Dress: Clothing & the Natural World. Axminster, Devon: Uniformbooks.

45

Galtung, Johan. 1969. “Violence, Peace, and Peace Research.” Journal of Peace Research 6 (3): 167–91.
doi:10.1177/002234336900600301.
Haraway, Donna Jeanne. 2008. When Species Meet. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
Haraway, Donna Jeanne. 2016. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press.
“Infinite Potential: The Life & Ideas of David Bohm.” 2020. YouTube. Imagine FIlms. July 3.
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCAU8Zg0UCncuOcbfttDRg7A.
Ingold, Tim. 2000. “Making Culture and Weaving the World.” Essay. In Matter, Materiality and
Modern Culture, edited by Paul Graves Brown, 50–68. London, UK: Routledge.
Ingold, Tim. 2011. “Part II The Meshwork.” Essay. In Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and
Description. Taylor & Francis Ltd.
Ingold, Tim. 2015. The Life of Lines. London, UK: Routledge.
Katz-Frieberg, Tami. 2010. “Craftsmen in the Factory of Images.” Essay. In The Craft Reader, edited
by Glenn Adamson, 596–605. Oxford: Berg Publishers.
Kugapi, Outi, and Emily Höckert. 2020. “Affective Entanglements with Travelling Mittens.”
Tourism Geographies, 1–18. doi:10.1080/14616688.2020.1801824.
Lingo, Kaira Jewel, and Larry Ward. 2020. Live Interview with Dr. Larry Ward and Kaira Jewel
Lingo. Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation. Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation.
https://interland3.donorperfect.net/weblink/weblink.aspx?name=tnh&id=46.
Lorimer, Hayden. 2005. “Cultural Geography: the Busyness of Being `More-thanRepresentational'.” Progress in Human Geography 29 (1): 83–94.
doi:10.1191/0309132505ph531pr.
Lundebye, Anette. 2019. “To Name Is to Value.” Essay. In Design and Nature: a Partnership, edited by
Kate Fletcher, Louise St. Pierre, and Mathilda Tham, 86–91. London, UK: Routledge, an
imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group.
Macy, Joanna. 2007. World as Lover, World as Self A Guide to Living Fully in Turbulent Times. Berkeley,
CA: Parallax Press.
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. 1962. Phenomenology of Perception. London, UK: Routledge Classics. Original
work published in 1945
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. 1986. Phenomenology of Perception. London: Routledge Kegan Paul.
Nhât Hanh, Thich. 2015. Living Buddha, Living Christ. New York, NY: Riverhead Books.

46

Nimkulrat, Nithikul. 2012. “Hands-on Intellect: Integrating Craft Practice into Design Research.”
International Journal of Design 6 (3): 1–14.
Nixon, Rob. 2013. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.
Perruzza, Nadia, and Elizabeth Anne Kinsella. 2010. “Creative Arts Occupations in Therapeutic
Practice: A Review of the Literature.” British Journal of Occupational Therapy 73 (6): 261–68.
doi:10.4276/030802210x12759925468943.
Riley, Jill, Betsan Corkhill, and Clare Morris. 2013. “The Benefits of Knitting for Personal and
Social Wellbeing in Adulthood: Findings from an International Survey.” British Journal of
Occupational Therapy 76 (2): 50–57. doi:10.4276/030802213x13603244419077.
Seamon, David. 2000. “A Way of Seeing People and Place: Phenomenology in
Environment-Behavior Research.” Theoretical Perspectives in Environment-Behavior Research, 157–
78. doi:10.1007/978-1-4615-4701-3_13.
Seamon, David. 2010. Essay. In Carnal Echoes: Merleau-Ponty and the Flesh of Architecture, edited by
Rachel McCann and Patricia M. Locke. Chapter copyright Seamon 2010, full publication
forthcoming
Snyder, Gary. 2013. “Reinhabitation.” Manoa 25 (1): 44–48. doi:10.1353/man.2013.0010.
Stewart, Kathleen. 2007. Ordinary Affects. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Turney, J. 2009. The Culture of Knitting. Oxford: Berg.
Vankerschaver, Clara. 2019. “Sustained Observation and Processes of Growth.” Essay. In Design
and Nature: a Partnership, edited by Kate Fletcher, Louise St. Pierre, and Mathilda Tham, 167–
72. London, UK: Routledge, an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group.
Vannini, Phillip. 2015. “Non-Representational Methodologies.” doi:10.4324/97813158835

47

